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Shana Olson, field biologist for the New Mexico Department of Game and Fish, helps prepare a captive-
born wolf pup before its introduction into a wild wolf den. Gabriela Campos / HCN
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EDITOR’S NOTE CONTRIBUTORS

Practice vigilance

 
I SPENT A LITTLE TIME  in the wilderness recently — just 
a two-nighter to rest the mind and let the animal body do 
its thing. The pleasure of being on my own time and no one 
else’s washed over me as I adjusted to the freedom of the 
backcountry. There’d normally be very little water where 
I went, but California’s unusually wet winter — one atmo-
spheric river after another — bestowed on our creeks and 
rivers more water than usual, and wildflower season was 
still in fine form.

You’d think a wet winter would mean a break from the threat 
of fire, but it can actually cut both ways: More rain brings 
more vegetation growth, which turns to tinder when the 
temperatures rise, as they have done and will continue to 
do. And when the Santa Ana winds kick up, there are no 
guarantees. The last time I took my son and his friends 
camping, I chose a place in the Southern Sierra with two 
exit routes: a road leading north and one leading south. (This 
was three years after the Camp Fire swept through Paradise.)  
We camped on the edge of a massive burn left by the Castle 
Fire of 2020, which torched 175,000 acres and killed an esti-
mated 10% of the world’s sequoia trees. Groves I’d hoped to 
visit were inaccessible due to area closures, and some had 
been nearly obliterated. That was in August of 2021. Just 
two months later, the Windy Fire burned 97,000 acres of the 
remaining forest, including the famous Trail of 100 Giants.

Two summers earlier, when the Eastern Sierra was ablaze, 
we canceled a trip there and went to the coastal redwoods 
instead. But that area also caught fire the summer after our 
visit; 97% of Big Basin Redwoods State Park burned in 2020’s 
CZU Lightning Complex Fire. I have lain awake in my tent 
in the middle of the night, wondering if a fire is about to 
roar over the ridge and force me to flee. Perhaps you have, 
too. Longtime hikers Matt Bishop and Steve Cooper were 
both comfortable in and knowledgeable about the woods. 
Nevertheless, they ended up in fire’s way. Their harrowing 
story, told by Kylie Mohr in this issue of High Country News 
(page 26), is a warning: The rules of recreating in a warm-
ing and unpredictable climate have changed, and they will 
continue to change.

This is what hiking and camping look like in the age of fires 
too hot or massive to be controlled. Practice vigilance in the 
backcountry. Heed warnings. Stay safe out there!

Jennifer Sahn, editor-in-chief
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in Salt Lake City, Utah. Her work explores the complexities of the 
American West — both its beauty and its harshness. 
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ON THE COVER
Burned-over forest 
in Washington near 
the origin of the Bolt 
Creek Fire, with Eagle 
Rock on the right and 
Townsend Mountain in 
the distance. 
Peter Bohler / HCN

Hikers fleeing from a nearby peak watch the Bolt Creek Fire burn 
up the backside of Washington’s Baring Mountain.  

Courtesy of Alison Dempsey-Hall
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HCN + PROPUBLICA =  

GREAT JOURNALISM!

I have been a cover-to-cover 
reader for over 30 years, and I 
must say that “Waiting for Water” 
(July 2023) with four feature arti-
cles written with ProPublica is 
maybe the best journalism you 
have ever published. I had no 
idea of the extent of the machi-
nations that Arizona has gone to, 
to prevent Arizona tribes from 
gaining access to water that is 
rightfully theirs. I have never 
seen all these details anywhere 
else. May this collaboration 
continue.
Jeff Sussmann 
Santa Fe, New Mexico

Just thought I would drop you 
a note to congratulate the re-
porters, writers and staff who 
brought the July issue to frui-
tion. I especially found notewor-
thy the “Waiting for Water” se-
ries, which I hope is not another 
Waiting for Godot.
Richard Estock
Colonia, New Jersey

RED DESERT REVEL

To my delight, I ran across your 
article in HCN, “Horse girls” 
(July 2023).

I spent a couple of glorious 
summers in the mid-’70s work-
ing on a wildlife crew for the Bu-
reau of Land Management out of 
the Lander, Wyoming, office. I 
spent many days exploring the 
Red Desert. Both in the desert 
and the other sage steppe areas 
I frequented, wild horse bands 
were ever-present. Then, as now, 
the wild horse population was a 
hot topic.  Those two summers 
helped launch a 40-plus year ca-
reer in conservation. So, I might 
have just a little clue how the 
writer’s encounters there im-
pacted her career.

I was pleased to see that 
Nina McConigley simply ob-
served and enjoyed her encoun-
ters.  And the real purpose of 
noting her horse encounter was 
to set the stage for the thoughts 
focused on her daughter.

I was touched that she 
hoped that her daughter’s wild-

ness would never be broken, and 
I truly enjoyed the article.
Greg Wingfield
Cedar Point, Kansas

LETITIA’S STRONG LEGACY

Thank you so much for pub-
lishing the article about Letitia 
Carson (“The Many Legacies of 
Letitia Carson” June 2023). 

Her intelligence, persistence 
and strength were amazing. It is 
good to know that her story was 
not lost and that something is 
being done at Oregon State Uni-
versity to give her recognition as 
being one of the main reasons 
that OSU exists. Her strong rela-
tionship with the land and sense 
of place are an important part of 
the history of the Pacific North-
west.  The fact that an Indige-
nous culture became part of her 
descendants’ family makes the 
efforts to honor her more com-
plex, but also shows how our 
country has evolved. It is not un-
like the interrelationships found 
within the natural ecosystems 
around us.
Susanne Twight-Alexander
Eugene, Oregon

As a longtime HCN subscriber 
who lives less than two miles 
from the Oregon homestead of 
Black pioneer Letitia Carson, 
and who has supported efforts 
to restore her legacy, I was very 
happy to see Jaclyn Moyer’s ar-
ticle.

But I was surprised how the 
article and the accompanying 
photographs avoided the mas-
sive landfill near Letitia Carson’s 
homestead, run by the out-of-
state waste giant, Republic Ser-
vices.

When I met Shantae John-
son and her partner, Arthur 
Shavers, at an event last year, I 
learned that their vision was to 
create a space for Black farmers, 
including Black organic farmers, 
to learn farming methods on 

this historic landscape. Having 
a landfill company that wants 
to expand so close to Letitia 
Carson’s homestead is a prob-
lem for that vision.

We cannot fix the injustices 
of the past if we ignore what is 
happening now.
Joel Geier
Corvallis, Oregon

DELIGHT ILLUSTRATED

The artist Xulin deserves praise 
for their delightful illustration 
in Maya Kapoor’s article about 
the elusive Canada lynx in the 
June 2023 issue (“Where the 
wildcats go”). I love that HCN 
supports working artists and 
photographers along with re-
porters and designers.
Linda Paul
Boise, Idaho

REPRESENTATION THAT RIPPLES

Being featured in your May 
2023 “I am the West” has had a 
ripple effect. I have been receiv-
ing notes from across Indian 
Country about the positive rep-
resentation. I have heard from 
everyone from environmental 
law professors to the former as-
sistant secretary of the Interior 
to librarians, all pleased about 
the back cover of High Country 
News. 

As a tribal attorney for a de-
cade for the Spokane Tribe and 
a tribal court judge for multiple 
tribes, I can share that tribes 
are working hard to reintroduce 
salmon, purchase land for con-
servation and prevent develop-
ment in critical habitat areas. It 
is nice to have positive repre-
sentation on such a well-known 
magazine. 
Margo Hill
Associate professor, 
Department of Political 
Science and Public Policy
Eastern Washington 
University, Spokane, 
Washington

6      HIGH COUNTRY NEWS  

High Country News is dedicated to independent 
journalism, informed debate and discourse in the
public interest. We welcome letters through 
digital media and the post. Send us a letter, find us 
on social media, or email us at editor@hcn.org.

LETTERS

CORRECTION
In our July “Heard Around the West” column, we said that Jonathan 
Evison found a baby bear “near his cabin on Bainbridge Island” in 
Washington. In fact, both Evison’s cabin and the bear cub were lo-
cated in the Olympic foothills of Clallam County, which is where he 
was hiking. We would like to blame plate tectonics for our geograph-
ical confusion, but in any case, we regret the error.



EARLY ONE MORNING  this 
spring, veterinary techs at Chi-
cago’s Brookfield Zoo bundled a 
litter of 9-day-old Mexican wolf 
pups (Canis lupus baileyi) — each 
weighing just under two pounds 
— into a cloth carrier. The sleep-
ing pups were then loaded onto 
a small private plane: Three 
would go to southeast Arizona, 
and three to New Mexico’s Gila 
National Forest, where U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service biologists 
had recently located the den of 
AF1578, a 6-year-old female lobo 
they identified as an ideal foster 
mother.

Just days earlier, AF1578 
had given birth to a wild litter. 
Now, deep in the Gila, scientists 
carrying three pups approached 
her den, and their sounds were 
enough to spook AF1578 into 
temporarily fleeing. The scien-
tists moved in, wearing gloves 
and long-sleeves to minimize 
the chance that their human 
smell would linger. They put 
the captive-born, microchipped 
pups in with their new wild-born 
foster siblings. It was essential 

that all the pups smell alike, so, 
before leaving, they coated the 
foster and wild pups in each 
other’s scents —  a critical step 
that required a small amount of 
the puppies’ urine. A uniform 
scent increased the chances that 
AF1578 would accept the new 
additions as her own.

From a hiding spot in the 
piñon and juniper, a wolf re-

leased a howl that echoed across 
the woodland and then fad-
ed into a whistle on the wind. 
Mama sounds upset, the team 
mused. Time to go. Now, the fate 
of those captive-born wolves 
would depend on AF1578’s ma-
ternal instincts — whether she’d 
be able to parent all the pups in 
the den, including the ones she 
hadn’t given birth to.
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Smell 
matters 
Scent is the key to getting 
wild wolf packs to accept 
and foster captive-bred 
pups.

BY CECILIA NOWELL 
PHOTOS BY  
GABRIELA CAMPOS

Wild wolf pups, about 6 days old, 
are removed from their den as 
part of a wild-to-wild cross-foster 
(top). Elin Crockett, a veterinarian 
with the New Mexico Department 
of Game and Fish, and Susan 
Dicks, a veterinarian with the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
prepare the wolf pups for their 
introduction into a wolf den in 
the Gila National Forest in New 
Mexico (bottom).

REPORTAGE



THIS SPRING marked 25 years 
of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice’s efforts to revitalize endan-
gered Mexican wolf populations 
in the U.S. It’s also the eighth 
year that the agency has intro-
duced captive-born wolf pups 
into wild dens in a “cross-foster-
ing” program. It’s a strategy that 
depends on unseen variables 
— postpartum hormones and 
pheromones. “We found this lit-
tle lever in their life history and 
their biology,” said Susan Dicks, 
a Fish and Wildlife veterinari-
an. The “hormone soup” of the 
early maternal time is powerful, 
she said. “They just can’t resist 
pups.” 

By the 1970s, Mexican wolves 
in the Southwest were nearly ex-
tinct. The early 20th century was 

notable for its profound hostil-
ity toward predators in general; 
ranchers hired trappers to kill 
any wolves that might threaten 
their livestock, and the feder-
al government even sponsored 
programs to incentivize killings. 
Then, in 1973, the Endangered 
Species Act passed, and, in 1976, 
Mexican wolves were listed as a 
protected species. It wasn’t until 
1998, however, that the wildlife 
agency introduced captive-bred 
Mexican wolves to the wild. By 
the end of 2022, the population 
in Arizona and New Mexico had 
grown to at least 241, according 
to the agency.

Previous releases of family 
groups into historic lobo range 
were met with anger by local 
ranchers; between 1998 and 
2022, more than 130 Mexican 
wolves were killed, according 
to the Sierra Club. In 2016, Fish 
and Wildlife began its cross-fos-
tering program, hoping that it 
would lead to greater public tol-

erance — and eventually more 
wolves. Although there are still 
human-caused wolf killings 
each year, Aislinn Maestas, a 
spokeswoman for the agency, 
said it’s easier to convince ranch-
ers to accept new pups in an al-
ready established pack than an 
entire new family that requires 
new territory to roam. This year, 
16 pups were fostered into the 
wild, bringing the total number 
released under the program to 
99. The agency hopes the wild 
wolves will pass their knowledge 
on to the captive-bred pups, 
while the newcomers introduce 
valuable genetic diversity into 
the population.  

Quantifying the program’s 
success, though, is a challenge. 
Wolf pups can’t be tracked with 
a collar — they’re too small, 
Maestas said. But Fish and Wild-
life has so far confirmed that 14 
of the 83 captive-born pups re-
leased between 2016 and 2022 
survived to breeding age. The 

agency estimates that 50% of the 
captive-born pups released each 
year survive for at least a year, 
a mortality rate consistent with 
that of their wild-born siblings. 
Based on gene-monitoring data, 
the agency says the program 
has begun to stabilize — and in 
some cases slightly improve — 
the gene pool since its lowest 
point in 2018. 

But advocates at the Center 
for Biological Diversity interpret 
the numbers differently: They 
say that cross-fostering hasn’t 
improved the gene pool enough 
to matter. Today’s lobos are as 
genetically related as siblings, 
said Michael Robinson, a senior 
conservation advocate at the 
center. He and his colleagues 
want Fish and Wildlife to go 
back to releasing well-bonded 
family packs, which they believe 
would improve survival and ge-
netic diversity. In a related fight, 
the group sued the agency in 
2022, alongside Defenders of 
Wildlife, challenging the stan-
dards it uses to define the lobo’s 
recovery.

On the Gila National For-
est this spring, when the scien-
tists placed the new foster pups 
in the den with their new wild 
siblings, they took three of the 
wild-born pups with them. That 
way, the new mother wouldn’t 
be burdened with extra mouths 
to feed, and her pups’ genet-
ics could be introduced into 
other wild packs. They hiked 
back to the trailhead, toting the 
three pups in the cloth carrier, 
taking them to a new den and 
another mother. As the scien-
tists’ footsteps faded away, they 
hoped that AF1578 — herself a 
cross-foster who grew up in the 
wild — would return to her den 
and embrace both sets of pups, 
the captive-born foster babies 
and her own natal offspring. 
And, eventually, lead them all 
into the wild.   
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Jay Olson and Elin Crockett 
return from the wild wolf den after 
delivering three captive-born pups 
for introduction into the litter and 
extracting three wild pups to be 
moved into another wild den.



ON A SWELTERING LATE APRIL DAY, a 
flock of middle-aged men strolled in athlei-
sure, practicing their backswings and rifling 
balls into the azure sky above the Green 
Springs golf community just outside St. 
George, a ballooning city of 100,000 in south-
western Utah. Some 2,000 homes, mostly 
single-family — many with RV garages — 
orbit the fairway, like rings around Planet 
Golf, and more are on their way.

As in so many cities in the desert West, 
golf in St. George is a thirsty business, with a 
powerful lobby and a relationship with water 
painted in green on the landscape. Among 
its peers, however, St. George is in a league of 
its own. Few cities in the Southwest use more 
water per person: nearly 300 gallons a day. 
And a hefty portion of that, over half, goes 
to keeping ornamental grass, lawns and golf 
courses lush in an arid region where water 
supplies are dwindling every day. Within a 
decade, and without immediate action to 
conserve, local officials predict that its water 

shortage will become a water crisis.
Utah is notorious for granting an unusual 

degree of grace to this sort of profligate water 
use. That may be changing, however, at least 
when it comes to the golf industry: In 2022, 
the city of Ivins, an exurb of St. George, 
effectively banned the construction of new 
golf courses, while early this year, state Rep. 
Douglas Welton, R, introduced House Bill 188, 
which could require golf courses to be more 
transparent about how much water they use.

In a city and at a time where something’s 
gotta give, will golf be the first to fall?
 
MINUTES DOWN THE ROAD  from the 
Green Springs community, at the Dixie Red 
Hills Golf Course, I joined a group of older 
players staging behind the first tee. Before 
we settled on the griddle-hot pleather of 
our golf carts, Jim Peacock, 80, slapped a 
top-spinning rocket up and over the rough 
that his friend Craig Felt, two years his senior, 
couldn’t help but admire. “Jim’s the athlete of 
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The Dixie Red Hills golf course was the first to 
arrive in St. George in 1965. Now, there are 14 in 

this remote corner of southwest Utah, drinking up 
13% of the municipal water supply.

A putter’s  
paradise with a 
water problem  
In the Utah desert, can golf  
justify itself?

STORY AND PHOTOS  
BY SAMUEL SHAW

REPORTAGE



the group,” Felt said. Soon, the chatter moved 
to water. “When I was in Mexico, there was 
only enough water for three flushes. That 
could happen to us if we don’t pay attention,” 
Felt said. While Tom Smith, 75, indicated that 
he’d rather give up golf than toilet-flushing, 
it’s not clear that the rest of the community 
is so inclined. “This is a place where a lot of 
people do a lot of golfing,” Greg Milne said, 
gesturing toward the sprawl of St. George.   

This area’s mingling of desert and 
water has long attracted people. Southern 
Paiute bands lived near the Virgin River 
for a millennium or more before Mormon 
colonists arrived in the late 1850s, intent on 
making “Utah’s Dixie” bloom with cotton. 
For the next century, Washington County 
remained “a sleepy little community off 
the I-15 that people would pass by on their 
way to California,” said Colby Cowan, 
director of golf operations for the city of 
St. George. Throughout the 1950s, nuclear 
blasts at Nevada’s Yucca Flats test range 
blew radioactive dust onto the homes of the 
city’s 5,000 residents — dust that stubbornly 
clung to the valley’s reputation.

But in 1965, St. George unveiled the nine-
hole Dixie Red Hills course, rebranding the 
Mormon Downwinder outpost as a putter’s 
paradise. “That’s how it started. The course 
was built as a sort of vision for growth in 
the area,” said Cowan. Since then, golf’s 
role in the regional recreation economy 

has burgeoned. The 14 golf courses in 
Washington County, including four owned by 
the city of St. George, attract nearly 600,000 
visitors a year, generating $130 million dollars 
annually, according to Cowan. That puts golf 
on par with mining, quarrying, and oil and 
gas industries in the area, though still below 
the half-billion dollars generated annually by 
Zion National Park.

And, like those other industries, golf 
has political sway. When golf’s water needs 
came under fire in Washington County in 
2021 and again in the state Legislature this 
January, the industry flexed its influence. 
Golf Alliance Utah, the lobbying wing of 
the Utah Golf Association, pulled strings 
at the Statehouse in Salt Lake City, killing 
the bill even after sponsors dropped the 
annual reporting requirement, arguing that 
it unfairly targeted the sport. 

Generally, the golf industry tries to 
burnish its image by touting its economic 
benefits and highlighting its efforts to 
decrease water use. “We’re doing our due 
diligence with water conservation,” Devin 
Dehlin, the executive director at the Utah 
Section Professional Golf Association, said 
in a call with High Country News. “What the 
sport brings economic-wise is the story we 
want to tell.” In practice, those changes have 
come down to encouraging course operators 
to replace some turf with native plants. 
Other technologies, like soil-moisture 

monitoring and artificial grass coloring, 
which gives turf a deep green appearance 
with minimal watering, are being adopted, 
though strictly on a voluntary basis. Dehlin 
said his organization does not track how 
widespread these changes are.
 
OF THE 10 THIRS TIES T golf courses 
in Utah, seven are in Washington County, 
according to an investigation by the Salt 
Lake Tribune. Some privately owned courses, 
including Coral Canyon Golf Course and 
SunRiver Golf Club, actually increased their 
water use between 2018 and 2022. The mercury 
tops 100 degrees Fahrenheit here more than 
50 days each year, so it takes an exorbitant 
amount of water to keep the fairways lush 
year-round: about 177 million gallons annu-
ally for each course, or roughly eight times the 
national average. And if the region continues 
to grow at its current breakneck rate, existing 
water supplies — from wells, springs and the 
Virgin River — will be severely strained. That 
prospect has some local and state officials 
backing a proposed pipeline that would carry 
Colorado River water from the ever-shrinking 
Lake Powell to this corner of the Utah desert. 
With or without the pipeline, the region is 
likely to face severe water rationing, with 
golf and lawns likely seeing the first cuts. 
Washington County’s forthcoming drought 
contingency plan could require cities to cut 
their water use by up to 30% in a worst-case 
scenario. “And if you look about where they 
would cut their water usage,” said Washington 
County Water Conservancy District Manager 
Zach Renstrom, “it really would come to large 
grassy areas, such as golf.”

In a bid to avoid future mandated cuts, 
St. George is scrambling to reduce its water 
use now. Under Renstrom’s guidance, the city 
passed sweeping conservation ordinances early 
this year — the toughest in Utah, but still mild 
compared to those in Las Vegas. Three of the 
four city-owned golf courses now use treated 
wastewater for irrigation rather than potable 
or “culinary” grade water. Las Vegas shifted to 
reused water for the majority of its courses by 
2008. Cowan said the city-owned courses are 
beginning to remove ornamental grass from 
non-play areas. So far this year, the county 
has removed more than 264,000 square feet 
of grass. While that may sound like a lot, it’s 
only about six acres across the entire county, or 
roughly 4% of one local golf course. Even with 
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An unattended sprinkler by the Green Spring Golf Course 
builds a mud bath where a future home will be. St. 

George, the hottest and driest city in the state of Utah, 
teeters on a water crisis.



those measures in place, Renstom says the 
halcyon days for golf in southwestern Utah need 
to end: “I’ve had a couple of developers come to 
me recently and want to talk about golf courses, 
and I flat-out said, ‘I won’t provide the water.’”

For now, though, the county still has 
some water to spare. St. George has secured 
$60 million for a wastewater treatment 
plant, all while stashing almost two years 
of reserves in a network of reservoirs. “We 
have a lot of water stored away,” said Ed 
Andrechak, water program manager for 
Conserve Southwest Utah, a sustainability 
advocacy nonprofit. If the county enforced 
the strict conservation rules that Las Vegas 
has, he believes it could grow at the blistering 
pace it’s projected to over the coming years.

But Andrechak worries that, ultimately, 
a culture of profligacy will be the barrier to 
conservation, not money or technical know-
how: “We just don’t think water rules apply 
to us here,” he said. Andrechak cataloged a 
number of examples: a 1,200-foot lazy river 
under construction at the Black Desert golf 
resort in Ivins; the Desert Color community, 
which built around an artificial lake that 
Andrechak described as a “giant evapo-
pond”; another three man-made lakes for 
the Southern Shores water-skiing-housing 
complex in Hurricane, and perhaps most 
bewildering, a Yogi Bear-themed water 
park east of St. George. The water park will 
require 5 million gallons or more of culinary-
grade drinking water annually for rides like 
one nicknamed the “Royal Flush,” a toilet 
bowl-shaped slide. The Sand Hollow golf 
course next door gulps up 60 times as much 
water. “We’re 23 years into a mega drought, 
and yet my struggle here is that we’re not 
really that concerned about it,” Andrechak 
said. “That’s the culture.”

This culture is enabled and even nurtured 
by policy: St. George’s water rates are among 
the lowest in the West, which results in 
bigger profits for course operators and more 
affordable green fees, but also disincentivizes 
conservation. “The whole idea has been to have 
low (water) rates to take care of the citizens by 
making golf affordable,” said Dehlin. “Having 
affordable water is important for the growth 
of the game and to keep our facilities in the 
conditions that we do. And that’s one thing 
about golf courses in Utah in general: they’re 
very well-manicured, very well-kept,” Dehlin 
said. “And yes, well-irrigated.”   
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POEM

WEB EXTRA Listen to Dara Yen Elerath recite her poem at  
hcn.org/about-the-moon

Things We Were Told About the Moon in School

By Dara Yen Elerath 

We were told the moon was the Earth’s only satellite.

We were told it was cratered, pocked and pitted from the impact  
of asteroids and comets.

We were told it was luminous against the dark.

We were sometimes told it was made of chalk and sometimes told  
it was made of cheese.

We were told the moon was a folded note trying to send itself to the sun.

We were told that if we read the note it would say I’m cold. It’s lonely up here. 

We were told not to mind this kind of talk, that the moon was lying, it had no 
feelings. In this way, they said, it was akin to insects and fish.

We were told that fish kiss the water as they move through the waves.

We were told they are always drowning and they enjoy this act. But how can they 
enjoy drowning? we asked, and the answer was always the same: Each enjoys 
whatever life offers. 

We began to ask each other, Are you a moon or a fish? Meaning, Are you drowning 
or are you lonely? I chose moon because I was orbiting the school in progressively 
wider arcs.

How far will I go? I wondered. My classmates reached for me; I tried to catch their 
fingers but they could not hold me; I was floating away.

Years later, I would recall their eyes gazing at me, how they looked, not like 
children’s eyes, but like moons drifting into darkness, drifting into space, trying 
to relate a message to the sun that, we all discovered, we would never be able to 
deliver.



JUST INSIDE THE  rolled-up 
door of a pumphouse garage, Cole 
Benak pulled on a pair of black 
Nitrile gloves. Outside, morn-
ing sunshine warmed the quiet 
wooded hillside. From the room 
next door, three massive water 
pumps whined, pushing thou-
sands of gallons per minute of 
Vancouver, Washington’s drink-
ing water toward a reservoir 
another mile uphill. Benak, a city 
engineering technician, checked 
his watch and marked the time 
on a plastic water sampling flask.

He turned and knelt behind 
a four-foot-wide panel fitted 
with gauges and valves and four 
tall, narrow cylinders — like a 
miniature pipe organ of plas-
tic, each tube filled with water 
and a different type of filtering 
material. The water that enters 
these cylinders, like nearly 
all of Vancouver’s water, is 
contaminated with common 
but dangerous chemicals called 
PFAS — perfluoroalkyl and poly-
fluoroalkyl substances. What 
flows out will help city officials 
determine which material is 
best at removing them. Benak 
opened the valve below one of 
the filter tubes, letting water first 
stream onto the concrete, then 
into the flask.

Vancouver officials first 
learned about PFAS contami-
nation here in 2020, and they’re 
still sorting out how to address 
it. “I have so many questions,” 
said City Councilmember Sarah 
Fox. “What things do we need 
to consider? What are the draw-
backs? Who needs to be at the 
table making some of these 
decisions?” 

Benak screwed the lid onto 
the bottle and prepared another. 
His weekly samples are one step 
in a process that will transform 
Vancouver’s water system, which 
serves 270,000 people. But it will 
come at a high price — at least 
$170 million, likely far more 

— and take years to complete. 
Research showing the health 
effects of PFAS has evolved 
far faster than the state and 
federal regulations that govern 
water systems, and communi-
ties are trying to catch up. The 
U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency’s most recent guidance is 
that no amount of PFAS contam-
ination is safe, though it is still 
weighing the first-ever federal 
standards to regulate them. 
Achieving zero contamination 
may not be possible. As the EPA 
ramps up testing, officials here 
— and in communities across the 
U.S. — are grappling with exactly 
what must be done to keep their 
water safe.

PFAS ARE A SET  of more than 
9,000 man-made chemicals 
prized for being slippery and 
waterproof. But the qualities 
that make them useful in cloth-
ing, food packaging, factories 
and firefighting foam make them 
especially dangerous to human 
health: Nearly indestructible, 
they accumulate in the body 
and have been linked with seri-
ous health conditions — cancers, 
thyroid and liver disorders, 
weakened immune systems, 
developmental problems — 
even at extremely low levels. 
They leach into the environment 
wherever they’re used and have 
been found in blood samples, 
breast milk, wild animals and 
rainwater worldwide. The non- 
profit Environmental Working 
Group estimates that the 
drinking water of at least 
two-thirds of all U.S. residents is 
contaminated.

When the Washington 
State Board of Health began 
to consider regulating PFAS in 
drinking water around 2017 — 
as numerous states have done 
in the absence of EPA rules — 
Vancouver’s water manager, 
Tyler Clary, thought his system 
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‘forever chemicals’ 
After communities learn PFAS are in their water,  
what comes next?
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had nothing to worry about. 
He’d tested for PFAS in 2013, and 
found none. Then, in 2020, “we 
tested new samples and came 
back with these hits all over the 
place,” he said. Testing sensitiv-
ity had improved, he learned: 
Retesting old samples revealed 
that at least two of the city’s aqui-
fers had been contaminated at 
low levels all along — and that 
many wells had levels near or 
above what the state later recom-
mended as safe.

Washington’s standards, 
implemented in 2021, set limits 
for several of the most common 
types of PFAS, including PFOA 
and PFOS, which were used 
in products like Teflon and 
Scotchgard until companies 
started phasing them out in the 
early 2000s. The state limits 
PFOA at 10 parts per trillion 
(ppt) and PFOS at 15 ppt, both less 
than a single drop in an Olympic-
sized swimming pool. The EPA’s 
newest guidelines go further: 
Newer science shows that no 
amount is safe. But current test 
technology can only reliably 
detect PFOA and PFOS down to 
about 4 ppt — and so this year, 
the agency proposed that thresh-
old as the new federal limit, 
which could take effect by 2026.

This March, Clary’s team 
sampled water stations again. 
Most tested between 5 and 22 
ppt for PFOA or PFOS. State rules 
recommend — but don’t require 
— that water at six of the city’s 
nine water stations be treated. 
If the EPA’s proposed standards 
are enacted, every station but one 
would need an upgrade. 

The shifting standards and 
evolving science put Clary and 
city officials in a tricky position, 
as far as planning and commu-
nicating risk to residents. Some 
Washington cities, including 
Airway Heights near Spokane, 
have water so contaminated 
— often by military use of 

firefighting foam — that officials 
immediately shut down wells 
and brought in other water. In 
Vancouver, levels are low but so 
widespread that about half the 
city’s water falls into a regulatory 
gray area: Not worrisome by state 
rules, but exceeding the pending 
federal standard. And the culprit 
has not yet been identified, so 
there is no single polluter to stop 
or hold accountable.

It’s also difficult to tell resi-
dents how much is reaching their 
homes: Like many municipal 
systems, water from every station 
is mixed, and the amount drawn 
from any one well shifts to meet 
demand. When demand is low, 
Clary has been able to decrease 
use of the most contaminated 
wells. During peak summer use, 
he needs to turn that flow up 
again. 

T H E R E  I S  G O O D  N E W S , 
though: Filtering PFAS to meet 
state or federal limits isn’t 
complicated, and the city has 
been through a similar process 
before. Near the pumphouse 
where Benak takes samples every 
Tuesday stand two white towers 
the size of upended school buses  
that have filtered tetrachloro-
ethylene (PCE), a neurotoxic 
dry-cleaning chemical, since 
the ’90s.

Benak’s miniature pilot 
tanks are measuring how many 
months it takes before each filter 
becomes too saturated to work 
well. The longer a filter lasts, the 
cheaper the system will be to 
maintain. A preliminary engi-
neering report suggested media 
replacement alone could cost 
Vancouver more than $1 million 
per year.

Each of the filters has other 
costs and benefits to consider, 
too. One of Benak’s test cylin-
ders stands nearly twice as tall 
as the rest: Filled with granular 
activated carbon, it’s the media 
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Cole Benak collects a water sample (facing). The pilot tanks contain different 
media being tested for PFAS filtration (above). Several of the test tanks 
contain resin microbeads, sand-like plastic that filters out PFAS via ion 
exchange (top).
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most often used to filter PFOA 
and PFOS, which cling to the 
black carbon flakes like nails 
to a magnet. Activated carbon 
removes many other contami-
nants, too, likely including some 
that aren’t known or regulated 
yet. Still, it may not be as good 
at catching newer, smaller types 
of PFAS that have been widely 
used to replace PFOA and PFOS 
but that similarly accumulate 

to dangerous levels. Activated 
carbon systems also require a lot 
of real estate. This single station 
could require 16 towers, each 
filled with 60,000 pounds of 
carbon, that would displace the 
dog park next door. 

The other three cylinders 
Benak is testing contain unique 
formulas of resin microbeads 
— a shiny golden sand-like plas-
tic used for a filtration method 

called ion exchange. These 
filters use a reaction similar to 
static cling: The negative ions 
of a PFAS molecule stick to the 
positively charged beads. This 
process is often better at catch-
ing short-chain PFAS, and the 
towers take up less space: Here, 
they’d need two-thirds the foot-
print of a carbon system. But 
they don’t filter as many other 
contaminants and are harder to 
maintain.

Which media works best will 
also come down to the local water 
chemistry: Sediments, minerals 
and other compounds can inter-
fere. Benak and Clary expect that 
by early next year, they’ll have an 
idea of which will last the longest. 
Then, they can develop long-
term construction plans and ask 
the state, federal government 
and city council for funds.

From there, engineers say 
systems to meet state limits 
would take at least six years 
to complete. The EPA’s pend-
ing rules would add time 
and millions more in costs 

— though a recent state lawsuit 
to make PFAS manufacturers pay 
for water treatment may help.

Councilmembers and the 
county health department are 
just starting to consider how to 
keep residents safe until then. 
Officials, including Fox, hope 
that the council or county will 
seek grant dollars to buy home 
filters for vulnerable low-income 
residents. The state already 
recommends that breastfeeding 
parents avoid tap water that’s 
over the state limit, and suggests 
mixing infant formula with 
adequately filtered water. 

After an hour of pulling 
samples from all four test cylin-
ders, Benak shut off the last 
valve. The systems he’s helping 
to assess aren’t complicated or 
scary, he said — just really, really 
big. Packing up the flasks, vials 
and paperwork, he stepped 
through the puddle spread 
across the concrete — Vancouver 
water, free of detectable PFAS — 
then set off in his SUV toward 
the lab.   

The Clark County Dog Park is next door to one of Vancouver’s water pump 
stations (left). A new activated carbon system could require 16 towers, each 
filled with 60,000 pounds of carbon, which would displace the dog park. Two 
towers near the pump house filter tetrachloroethylene (PCE), a neurotoxic dry-
cleaning chemical (right).

“What things do we need to consider? 
What are the drawbacks?  
Who needs to be at the table making  
these decisions?” 



IN JUNE ,  the U.S. Supreme 
Court delivered a decisive victory 
for tribal nations. In a 7-2 ruling 
in Haaland v. Brackeen, the 
court upheld the constitution-
ality of the Indian Child Welfare 
Act, rejecting a challenge that 
University of Michigan law 
professor Matthew Fletcher 
described to High Country News 
as “a broadside against virtually 
(all) of federal Indian law.” 

Passed in 1978, the Indian 
Child Welfare Act (ICWA) was a 
response to decades of federal 
and state policies designed to 
remove Native kids from their 
families and cultures. ICWA 
was built on the principle that 
tribal nations exist as political 
sovereigns and that therefore 
child welfare cases involving 
Native children should priori-
tize their placement with Native 
families, in particular families 
within the child’s own tribe. The 
law stands as a distinct marker, 
both in U.S.-tribal policy and in 
the lives of those who remember 
what came before. Reflecting 

on the effects of U.S. policies on 
Indigenous families, Chief Judge 
Allie Maldonado (Little Traverse 
Bay Bands of Odawa Indians) told 
HCN last year, “Pre-ICWA prac-
tices destroyed my family. But 
ICWA gave me a family.”

For the past two decades, 
non-Native parents, states 
and conservative and liber-
tarian organizations, such as 
the Goldwater Institute, have 
mounted legal challenges to 
the law. The Brackeen case was 
brought by a group of petitioners 
that included several non-Native 
couples and the states of Texas, 
Indiana and Louisiana. ICWA 
was the legal target, but their 
goal was to ultimately limit the 
federal government’s ability 
to implement programs, poli-
cies and laws that treat tribes 
as sovereign nations. They also 
argued that the priority system 
ICWA employs is based on a 
racial, not a political, classi-
fication and thus violates the 
constitutional standards — 
known as the Equal Protection 

Clause — set out in the Fifth and 
14th amendments to the U.S. 
Constitution.

T he S upr eme C ou r t , 
however, did not validate 
these claims — at least not 
this time around. Justice Amy 
Coney Barrett wrote the major-
ity opinion, while Justices 
Clarence Thomas and Samuel 
Alito dissented. But the court’s 
diverging views on the future 
of federal-tribal policy were 
apparent in the concurring opin-
ions written by Justices Brett 
Kavanaugh and Neil Gorsuch. 
Kavanaugh opened the door for 
a potential future legal chal-
lenge tied to the Equal Protection 
Clause and the petitioners’ claim 
that Native people should be 
treated as a racial class rather 
than as citizens of sovereign 
nations. Meanwhile, Gorsuch 
penned a history-laden concur-
rence that left at least one law 
professor optimistic.

High Country News asked 
a group of ICWA policy and 
federal Indian law experts about 

the Brackeen decision as well as 
about the next steps facing tribal 
nations and organizations. The 
conversation has been edited for 
length and clarity.

This is a basic question to open 
with, but it feels called for, 
given the amount of anxiety and 
tension expressed throughout 
Indian Country leading up to 
this opinion: How significant is 
the Supreme Court’s decision to 
uphold ICWA as federal law? 

Matthew Fletcher (Grand 
Traverse Band of Ottawa and 
Chippewa Indians; profes-
sor of law at the University of 
Michigan Law School): This is 
an absolutely massive opinion 
on multiple fronts. The main 
challenge, rejected by seven 
judges, was to congressional 
Indian affairs powers. This was 
a broadside against virtually all 
of federal Indian law. It has been 
a pet project of Justice Thomas 
now since at least 2004; he’s 
written five or six concurring 
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The Supreme 
Court upheld 
ICWA —  
now what? 
Indian law and policy 
experts break down 
the court’s Brackeen v. 
Haaland ruling on the 
Indian Child Welfare Act.
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and dissenting opinions call-
ing for the court to reconsider 
this basic tenet of the field. 
And, after all this time, even 
with the dramatic shift of the 
court to the extreme right, not 
a single judge has ever signed 
on to one of his opinions. I like 
to think this case finally settles 
the matter of the grand scope of 
federal power in Indian affairs. 
 
Sarah Kastelic (Alutiiq; exec-
utive director, National Indian 
Child Welfare Association): I 
cannot emphasize enough what a 
huge win this ruling is for Native 
children, Native families and 
the future of Native peoples. The 
court’s decision affirmed that 
the Indian Child Welfare Act 
is constitutional, puts the best 
interests of Native kids first and 
is grounded in tribal sovereignty. 
The opposition’s argument in 
this case was a culmination of 
biased and misleading attacks 
on tribal sovereignty that Indian 
Country has been dealing with 
for years. With this ruling, the 
justices have sent a clear message 
that these bogus attacks have no 
legal foundation and will not be 
tolerated.

A n g e l i q u e  E a g l eWo m a n 
(Sisseton Wahpeton Dakota 
Oyate; director, Native American 
Law and Sovereignty Institute; 
professor, Mitchell Hamline 
School of Law): The Haaland v. 
Brackeen decision was the third 
by the U.S. Supreme Court on the 
Indian Child Welfare Act and was 
a strong affirmation of the U.S. 
Congress’ authority to enact the 
federal law. The majority opin-
ion with seven justices suggests 
a strong adherence to the funda-
mental understanding of the 
government-to-government 
relationship between tribal 
nations and the United States, 
and the authority for federal 
law to protect tribal children 

and other tribal interests. It is a 
wonderful full-circle moment to 
see the secretary of Interior, Deb 
Haaland, Laguna Pueblo, with 
her name on the most recent 
U.S. Supreme Court decision 
upholding the vitality of the 
Indian Child Welfare Act. This is 
true justice and culturally affirm-
ing when the branches of the 
U.S. government work together 
as treaty partners with a trust 
responsibility to tribal nations 
and children.

The effectiveness of ICWA, in 
practice, still often relies on the 
willing collaboration of state 
agencies. Over the past few 
years, as this case was wind-
ing its way through the federal 
court system, a number of state 
legislatures drafted and passed 
bills to create a state-level ICWA 
standard. Have these kinds of 
bills functionally changed the 
state systems for Native chil-
dren? And how can states work 
with tribal nations to further 
strengthen the existing ICWA 
model? 

MF: The influx of state legis-
latures, many of them in deep 
red states, adopting ICWA and 
otherwise supporting ICWA 
is huge from an optics point, 
perhaps showing to the conser-
vative members of the court that 
they will face no real backlash 
from their ideological friends if 
they voted to uphold ICWA. On a 
practice level, the statutes can be 
very good in dealing with specific 
kinds of issues that might arise 
in certain states. Washington, 
for example, includes Indian 
children whose parents are not 
yet enrolled. (ICWA requires a 
parent to be enrolled.) But the 
state ICWAs are also very help-
ful symbolically, making ICWA 
state law. In Michigan, some state 
judges told tribal and Indian 
parental advocates that ICWA 

was federal law and they didn’t 
have to follow it; that was obvi-
ously wrong, but there was little 
or no remedy available to deal 
with those types of judges. You 
can imagine (that), in a red state, 
domesticating ICWA as state law 
can be a big deal.

SK: Yes, these bills have changed 
state child welfare systems for 
Native children for the better. 
There are now 14 states that 
have passed state ICWA laws, 
recognizing the benefits for 
Native children and families. 
State ICWA laws ensure greater 
understanding and investment 
in ICWA’s success by local and 
statewide leaders that partic-
ipate in the legislative and 
implementation process of the 
laws. They also ensure that the 
requirements in the federal law 
are tailored to local state issues. 
Finally, they often put more 
emphasis on collecting state-
wide and local data that can be 
used to improve the system for 
Native kids. States and tribes 
can further work together to 
develop ICWA courts that are 
able to respond more effectively 
to ICWA cases. (They can also) 
create training collaborations, 
where state and tribal represen-
tatives work together to train 
the child welfare workforce on a 
more complete understanding of 
why ICWA is important.

AEW: As several states have 
enacted companion legislation 
to the Indian Child Welfare 
Act, there are often state provi-
sions to fill in more specifics 
on processes and to provide 
greater protections. Under the 
recently enacted Minnesota 
Indian Family Preservation Act 
amendments, there is now a 
section titled “Policy on Tribal-
State Relations” that includes the 
following language: “260.754(d) 
T he st ate of  M in ne sot a 

From top: Matthew Fletcher, Sarah 
Kastelic, Angelique EagleWoman and 
Lauren van Schilfgaarde.  
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recognizes all federally recog-
nized Indian Tribes as having 
the inherent authority to deter-
mine their own jurisdiction for 
any and all Indian child custody 
or child placement proceed-
ings regardless of whether the 
Tribe’s members are on or off 
the reservation and regardless 
of the procedural posture of the 
proceeding.” 

Lauren van Schilfgaarde 
(Cochiti Pueblo; assistant 
professor, UCLA School of Law): 
ICWA compliance has been a 
45-year struggle. This struggle 
is now permitted to continue. 
Domesticating ICWA into state 
law brings numerous benefits, 
including simply normalizing 
the law into state policy and 
streamlining its provisions as 
state norms. But state ICWAs 
have also done great work in 
expanding ICWA, in expanding 
engagement with tribes and in 
expanding child welfare protec-
tions. States can and should 
continue this work! Extensive 
litigation resources are spent 
on whether ICWA should apply. 
States could alleviate this by 
injecting an assumption that 
ICWA should apply, and that 
active efforts should be the 
default expectation. Many of the 
harms felt by families in ICWA 
are inflicted because ICWA was 
not complied with at the outset, 
and we cannot go back in time. 
State ICWAs can help with this.

In his concurring opinion, Justice 
Kavanaugh took the time to 
note that “the equal protection 
issue is serious,” and went on 
to lay out his belief that federal 
courts, including the Supreme 
Court, will be able to address the 
equal protection matter “when it 
is properly raised by a plaintiff 
with standing.”  By my reading, it 
appears that Justice Kavanaugh 
is, if not inviting another 

challenge, at least gesturing to 
the idea that he and others on 
the court may still deem parts of 
ICWA unconstitutional on these 
grounds. How do you interpret 
the justice’s language around 
equal protection here?

MF: Yes, Kavanaugh’s opinion 
definitely invites additional 
challenges to ICWA on the equal 
protection front, but as the facts 
of this case demonstrate, there 
are only a couple ICWA provi-
sions that are subject to much 
challenge, and these provisions 
have never even been the subject 
of a published opinion in the 
lower courts. For example, there 
is a serious equal protection chal-
lenge to a gaming compact in 
Washington — serious in that it’s 
being handled by Paul Clement, 
who is a movement conserva-
tive’s favorite litigator, but that 
is a one-off case that might now 
have legs. 

LvS: Justice Kavanaugh’s 
concurring opinion mirrors 
his stated concerns in oral 
argument — that equal protec-
tion is a potent concern to a 
statute aimed at Natives, and 
more specifically, a statute 
that seemingly disadvantages 
non-Native prospective adoptive 
parents. The majority opinion 
largely sidesteps this issue by 
dismissing the claim for lack 
of standing, or, simply, wrong 
court. This claim should be 
brought in state court. Keep in 
mind, ICWA is not a single mass, 
but rather is a sum of discrete 
provisions. One provision can be 
held as unconstitutional while 
others remain good law. The 
court held they would not reach 
the merits of an equal protection 
challenge to ICWA’s provision 
regarding a hierarchy of place-
ment preferences. In theory, this 
provision could be challenged 
in a future case that cures the 

current standing deficiencies, 
while the remaining provisions 
in ICWA that were upheld in 
Brackeen remain constitution-
ally sound. Justice Kavanaugh is 
clearly inviting such a case.

AEW: The majority opinion 
rightly noted that the non-Native 
prospective adoptive parents 
and the state of Texas had no 
real injury to address as the case 
was against the Department 
of Interior. The prospective 
adoptive parents could not 
show an injury by the Interior 
Department. Likewise, the state 
of Texas cannot assert an equal 
protection injury or stand in 
for state citizens to assert an 
injury. Anti-tribal sovereignty 
sentiments have been ongoing 
and the Indian Child Welfare 
Act subject to challenge since 
its enactment in 1978. It is hard 
to imagine that the reasoning 
laid out in the majority opinion 
would bend to a new challenge 
on equal protection grounds by 
framing the issue as somehow 
breaking with federal law and 
imposing a racial classification 
for tribal children. This deci-
sion sends a clear signal that the 
federal legal standard for tribal 
children is a political status as 
members of tribal nations.

In Part IV of Justice Neil 
Gorsuch’s concurring opinion, 
on the final page, he concluded 
with the following lines: 

“In adopting the Indian Child 
Welfare Act, Congress exercised 
that lawful authority to secure 
the right of Indian parents to 
raise their families as they 
please; the right of Indian chil-
dren to grow in their culture; and 
the right of Indian communities 
to resist fading into the twilight 
of history. All of that is in keeping 
with the Constitution’s original 
design.”

What was your reaction to 

reading Justice Gorsuch’s opin-
ion? How does this decision 
shape your evolving analysis of 
the current court’s legacy on 
matters of tribal sovereignty?

MF: Justice Gorsuch certainly 
does include welcome and 
favorable language like this, 
but he rarely writes for majori-
ties with this language. (McGirt 
was an exception.) One hand, 
it’s lovely rhetorical fodder, but 
on the other, it’s not operative 
language that could be expected 
to persuade other (Supreme 
Court) judges in the future. 

The problem with Gorsuch 
is that the flourishes might be 
an effort to shame anyone who 
votes against his position, and 
that’s not a very good road-
map for building a majority or 
a consensus. Gorsuch also has 
a reputation for writing really 
scathingly, and he might lose 
a vote or two because he can be 
insulting as well as shaming. 
Scalia was like this, too. Neither 
of those are really good char-
acteristics, and putting them 
both together can make things 
difficult for Gorsuch to build a 
majority.

LvS: My heart beamed. There are 
simply too many U.S. Supreme 
Court cases that diminish 
tribal sovereignty, negate tribal 
histories and minimize tribal 
interests. It is difficult not to 
assume a preference by the 
court to see tribes disappear 
and a disappointment that 
they haven’t already. Justice 
Gorsuch’s words were a defini-
tive clapback — a declaration 
that tribes exist, that they are a 
necessary and explicit compo-
nent of the American legal 
struggle, and most poignantly, 
that tribes shall exist in the 
future. I am only saddened that 
no other justice sought to join 
him in that Part IV.   



IN OCTOBER 2022,  Canada-
b a s e d  A t om ic  M i ne r a l s 
Corporation announced it had 
“acquired by staking” more 
than 6,500 acres of public land 
on Harts Point in southeastern 
Utah, a sandstone mesa just 
outside Bears Ears National 
Monument that’s bordered 
on one side by Indian Creek, a 
popular rock-climbing area. The 
company’s word choice was a bit 
off: It didn’t actually acquire the 
land, it merely secured the right 
to exploit it: to mine it by locating 
— or staking — 324 lode claims.

Atomic Minerals didn’t need 
to get a permit from regulators 
or inform the public in order to 
do this. Nor did it have to consult 
with the tribal nations that had 
unsuccessfully urged the Obama 
administration to include Harts 
Point in Bears Ears. Nope; the 
uranium mining company’s 
American subsidiary merely 
needed to file the locations with 
the Bureau of Land Management 
and pay $225 per claim in process-
ing, filing and maintenance fees. 
The BLM then gave the company 
the preliminary go-ahead to do 
exploratory drilling on the land, 
once again without public notice 
or rigorous review.

If the corporation decides 
to go forward with mining, the 
proposal will become subject to 

environmental analysis. But once 
it obtains the relevant permits, 
Atomic Minerals is free to ravage 
Harts Point and yank uranium 
and other minerals belonging to 
all Americans out of the ground, 
without paying a cent in royalties.

If this sounds like a scenario 
right out of the 19th century, 
that’s because it is. Hardrock 
mineral exploration on public 
lands is governed by the General 
Mining Law of 1872, which makes 
“all valuable mineral deposits” 
in public lands “free and open 
to exploration.” The law hasn’t 
fundamentally changed in 151 
years, making it one of the most 
persistent of what the late scholar 
Charles Wilkinson dubbed the 
“Lords of Yesterday,” the old and 
obsolete laws governing natural 
resource use and extraction. 

Over the past couple of years, 
companies have staked a slew of 
new claims on public lands. The 
current land rush mirrors that of 
the late 1800s, when corporations 
used the law to profit from places 
like the Red Mountain region 
of Colorado, where the mining 
legacy lives on in the form of 
tainted water and torn-up land-
scapes. Only this time, they’re 
going after more than gold 
and silver; they also want the 
so-called “green metals” — the 
lithium, cobalt, copper and rare 

earth elements used in electric 
vehicles and other clean energy 
applications. At the same time, 
a recent push to start build-
ing advanced nuclear reactors 
appears to be rousing the domes-
tic uranium mining industry 
from its decades-long slumber.  

That, in turn, has sparked a 
new push from lawmakers, envi-
ronmentalists and the Biden 
administration to finally bring 
federal mining law into the 21st 
century. But can this Lord of 
Yesterday really be deposed? Or 
will corporate greed, profit and 
political inertia once again use 
their influence and money to prop 
up this rusty old framework?   
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An antiquated law rules 
mining in the West 
Can the U.S. finally vanquish one of the most  
enduring Lords of Yesterday?

BY JONATHAN THOMPSON

FACTS & FIGURES

SOURCES: Bureau of Land 
Management, Government 
Accountability Office, Congressional 
Research Service, Earthworks, Center 
for American Progress, Map: The Barry 
Lawrence Ruderman Map Collection / 
Stanford University Libraries

PROSPECTORS FLOCKED 
TO THE RED MOUNTAIN 
MINING DISTRICT in the San 
Juan Mountains of Colorado in the 
1880s and 1890s, staking claims 
on the iron-rich red-orange slopes 
that give the place its name. 

The only thing a claimant 
needed was evidence that some 
minerals were present and the 
willingness to do $100 worth of 
work annually. Today, claimants 
merely have to pay an annual 
maintenance fee of $165 per claim 
in order to keep it active. 

Most of these were 10-acre lode 
claims that follow a mineral vein. 
A few larger placer claims can also 
be seen on this map; they were 
usually staked along riverbeds for 
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Implementing a 12.5% royalty on 
new mining operations and 8% for 
existing mines;

Returning 25% of the royalty 
revenue to communities impacted 
by the mining with the remaining 
75% going to a reclamation fund; 

Replacing claim-staking and 
patenting with a leasing system 
like the one governing oil, gas, coal 
and other federal land uses.

PROPOSED REFORMS TO THE MINING LAW 

extracting minerals from gravel or 
sand. Scattered amid the chaos are 
also smaller mill sites, which are 
claims on non-mineral lands used 
to build mills or dispose of tailings. 

The typical claimant back then 
was an individual, like Olaf Arvid 
Nelson, who staked the Gold King 
claim over the hill from here in 
1887. (It was the site of a notorious 
disaster in 2015.) Claimants then 
usually leased or sold their claims 
to corporations or investors with 
resources to develop the mine.

Then, as now, corporations 
could pull unlimited quantities 
of minerals from their claims 
without paying a cent of royalties 
to the minerals’ actual owner — the 
American public. This amounts to 

a subsidy of hundreds of millions 
of dollars per year, mostly to 
multinational corporations. No one 
knows exactly how much, because 
no one keeps track of mineral 
production from federal lands. 

The 1872 General Mining Law 
allows claimants to patent, or 
acquire, clear title to their claims, 
for a paltry fee just five years after 
staking it. This provision encouraged 
the privatization of thousands of 
acres of public lands, resulting in 
a chaotic land-ownership pattern 
— and headaches for local officials 
— in former mining zones like Red 
Mountain. 

Then, in 1994, Congress put 
a moratorium on all new land 
patents. But it did so without 

changing the law itself, meaning 
that lawmakers must renew the 
moratorium on a yearly basis. 
Meanwhile, companies continue 
to stake and mine un-patented 
claims under the 151-year-old law.

The General Mining Law of 
1872 contains no environmental 
provisions and no reclamation 
requirements, so corporations can 
simply walk away from their mines 
once they’re no longer profitable. 
Hundreds of thousands of legacy 
mining sites now dot the Western 
U.S.; many of them have never been 
cleaned up and continue to spew 
acid mine drainage into streams. 
Most of the claims on this map were 
part of the Idarado Mine Colorado 
Superfund cleanup in the 1990s. 

MINING LAW  
BY THE NUMBERS

11.36 million 
Acres of public land staked with 
active mining claims at the end 
of the 2022 fiscal year. This is a 
932,000-acre increase from the 
previous year.  

228,696 
Number of active mining claims 
covering nearly 6 million acres 
of federal land in Nevada at the 
end of FY 2021.

267,535 
Number of active mining claims 
on federal land in Nevada as of 
June 12, 2023, an increase of 
nearly 40,000 in just 18 months.

13 
Minimum number of active 
mining claims staked within 
Bears Ears National Monument 
since 2016. These claims were 
located either in the months just 
before the national monument 
was established, or after it had 
been shrunk by then-President 
Donald Trump but before 
President Joe Biden restored the 
boundaries. National monument 
status bars new mining claims, 
but does not affect existing ones 
like these. 

$34.4 billion 
Value of non-fuel mineral 
production in 2019 on all lands 
in 12 Western states. 

Unknown 
Amount of that mineral 
production extracted from 
federal lands. The number 
is unknown because federal 
agencies do not track 
production. Earthworks, a 
mining watchdog group, has 
estimated that $2 billion to 
$3 billion worth of minerals is 
extracted from public lands 
annually. 

12.5% to 18.75% 
Royalty rate on oil, natural gas 
and coal extracted from public 
lands.

$14.8 billion 
Royalties paid on oil and gas 
production from federal lands 
in 2022. 

$0 
Royalties paid on hardrock 
minerals extracted from mining 
claims on public land, including 
copper, gold, silver, lithium, 
uranium and various “green 
metals,” between 1872 and 2023. 
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Become a member of the HCN Sustainers’ Club — it’s easy! — 
and join a remarkable community of readers who give 

monthly in support of independent journalism for the West. 

Joining the Sustainers’ Club is a win-win: You support our work with a donation of $10 
per month or more, and we’ll send you a subscription — print+digital or digital-only, your 
choice — that will be renewed automatically for the entire lifetime of your membership*. 

You’ll also get access to insider newsletters and invitations to special events.

Your giving feels good, it does good — and it makes a difference.

To join, go to: hcn.org/givemonthly

For more information or questions, contact our fundraising team at fundraising@hcn.org

Join the Club!

Neal Herbert / NPS

You herd it here first.

*Give $20 per month or more, and send a friend an additional complimentary gift subscription.



SUSTAINERS’ CLUB MEMBERS 
FOR 15+ YEARS
Anonymous (4) 
In honor of Mayre Flowers 
In honor of Emil Smith 
In honor of Smokey Rose, my gray kitty from
	 Best Friends | Rockford, IL 
In memory of Ruth Barton 
In memory of Ignacio Bravo 
In memory of Dan Crawford 
In memory of Woody Hesselbarth 
In memory of Srila Prabhupada 
Annette & Robert Aguayo | Albuquerque, NM 
Gordon Ash | Kalispell, MT 
Suzanne Beauchaine | Del Norte, CO 
Dave & Sue Blake | Bellingham, WA 
Sage & Elly Boerke | Three Rivers, CA 
Bob Bolin | Albuquerque, NM 
Robert & Barbara Bonner | Northfield, MN 
Dawn S. Bowen | Fredericksburg, VA
Raymond Bransfield | Cedarville, CA
Richard Briesmeister | Cody, WY
Andrew & Nancy Carson | Wilson, WY
Paul Chuljian | Mill Valley, CA
John Cornely | Larkspur, CO
Thomas & Gail Cornwall | Bellingham, WA
Robert Dye & Donna Koster | Chino Valley, AZ
Anne E. Egger | Ellensburg, WA
Art Evans | Tucson, AZ
Nancy A. Federspiel | Menlo Park, CA
Karen & Dee Fogelquist | Montrose, CO
Carl Gable | Santa Fe, NM
Joe Godleski | Fort Collins, CO
Stephen C. Weeg & Nancy Greco | Pocatello, ID
David W. Hamilton | Las Vegas, NV
Richard & Alice Hammer | Port Angeles, WA 
David Harden & Pamela Blair | Sonora, CA
Bill & Cindy Henk | Livermore, CO
Susan Heyneman | Sheridan, WY
Jan Hodder & Mike Graybill | Coos Bay, OR
Daniel Horton & Rita Kester | Rio Rico, AZ
Diane Hurd | Port Townsend, WA
Linda Kahan | Olympia, WA
Yves W. Kraus | Mansfield Center, CT
R.L. Latterell | Fort Collins, CO
Don Macalady | Golden, CO
Sara Maples | Reno, NV
Marilyn McCord | Bayfield, CO
Douglas McIntosh | Fairbanks, AK
Cathy Morin | Alamosa, CO 
Robert T. & Mary T. Neher | La Verne, CA
Franz Amador & Dorothy Neville | Seattle, WA

Mitch Noonan | Santa Fe, NM
David & Kay Norris | Lake Oswego, OR
John H. & Barbara Ormiston | Hamilton, MT
Roberta Perry | Boulder City, NV
Carol Petrovsky | Las Cruces, NM
George Ponte | Prineville, OR
Jim Porter & Sarah Palmer | Tucson, AZ
Peter B. Pruett | Hotchkiss, CO
Laura & Paul Ricks | Ouray, CO
Joyce Ryba | Sequim, WA
Dave Saylors | Albuquerque, NM
Jeff Sconyers & Debra Godfrey | Portland, OR
John Scott | Lexington, KY
Robert B. Smith | Hemet, CA
Mary Lou Soscia | Portland, OR
James Stickman | Seattle, WA
Donald Sullivan | Denver, CO
Eric Waltari | San Francisco, CA
Beth Walukas | Lummi Island, WA
John & Paula Warren | Boise, ID
Steve Williams | Grand Junction, CO
John Wise | Ashland, OR
Greg Woodall | Hurricane, UT
Thomas C. & Pamela A. Wylie | Centennial, CO

MEMBERS FOR 10-14 YEARS 
Anonymous (4)
In honor of Ray Haertel
In honor of Ashley Krest
In honor of Farley Maxwell
In honor of Vernon & Wes Stewart
In memory of Joan Reichard-Baxter
In memory of Ralph Bidwell
In memory of Keeley Bihr
In memory of H. Lloyd Keith
In memory of Mama Laura
In memory of Dave McKee
In memory of Howard Lewis Patterson
In memory of Richard West Sellars
In memory of Stewart Udall
In memory of Betty Wigington
Russ & Larrine Abolt | Santa Fe, NM
Kelly Aldridge | Albuquerque, NM
JoAnne Allen | Nathrop, CO
John & Bobbi Bailey | Corvallis, OR
Thomas Barnes | Yuba City, CA
Carol & Jim Barry | Colfax, CA
Thomas Beach & Barbara Peterson | Kensington, CA
Ruth & Irving Bigio | Chestnut Hill, MA
Ryan Botkins & Jenna Borovansky Botkins | 

Spokane, WA
Jim & Donna Bowersox | Poway, CA

Maureen & John Bowman | Boring, OR
Stan & Glenda Bradshaw | Helena, MT
Aaron Brockett & Cherry-Rose Anderson |

Boulder, CO
Hans Rohner & Mary Jo Brodzik | Nederland, CO
Deborah Byrd | Boulder, CO
Corky Capps | Florissant, CO
Harrison Carpenter | Longmont, CO
David & Cheryl Carrothers | Waikoloa, HI
Jack Carter & Linda Gohl | Cupertino, CA
Paul & Julie Cleary | Tulsa, OK
Mark & Linda Colville | Arvada, CO
Gaywynn Cooper | Bainbridge Island, WA
John W. & Darlene Cotton | Renton, WA
Steve Cross | Omaha, NE
Douglas & Natalie Danforth | Bisbee, AZ
Edward DeFrancia | Moab, UT
Charles DeTar | Bozeman, MT
Jim & Kathy Dice | Borrego Springs, CA
Karen L. Dingle | Duluth, MN
Ellen Drew | Las Vegas, NM
Richard Engelmann | Boulder, CO
Barbara Fenton | Denver, CO
Nancy Field | Middleton, WI
Mark Flower | Longmont, CO
Bob Fulkerson | Reno, NV
Len Gallagher | Mancos, CO
Jayne Goodwin & Terry Simpson | Crescent, OR
Karen & Tom Guter | Fort Collins, CO
Linda H. Hanes | Santa Rosa, CA
Diana Hartel | National City, CA
Michael Helling | Victor, MT
Jack Heneghan | Colorado Springs, CO
Brian Richter & Martha Hodgkins | Crozet, VA
Lois Horst | Magalia, CA
Laura Huenneke | Flagstaff, AZ
William & Laura Huggins | Las Vegas, NV
Walter & Sherry Hunner | Electric City, WA
Rita K. Hunter | Redondo Beach, CA
Cheryl Ingersoll | Paulina, OR
Thomas J. Jones | Las Vegas, NV
Mary Karner | Longmont, CO
Susan Kenzle & Ken Lawrence | Austin, TX
Larry Kilborn | Louisville, CO
Charles & Catherine Kinney | Santa Fe, NM
Judith & Edward Kinzie | Salida, CO
Bill & Beth Krumbein Jr. | Santa Rosa, CA
Susan Linner | Lakewood, CO
Lynn Lipscomb | Corona, CA
Edna Loehman | Albuquerque, NM
Paul W. Martin | Tonasket, WA
Kevin McCabe & Janet Frigo | Santa Fe, NM
Gary A. McNaughton | Flagstaff, AZ
Errol E. Meidinger & Margaret A. Shannon | 

Clinton, MT
Andrew & Debra Melnykovych | Louisville, KY
Cheryl Hilliard Menzies | Lafayette, CO
Evan Metcalf | Denver, CO
Kent M. Micho | Arvada, CO
John C. Miles | Arroyo Seco, NM
Joan E. Miller | Seattle, WA 
Mia Monroe & Steve Meyer | Mill Valley, CA
Thomas Moore | Troy, ID
Ray Mosser | Portland, OR

Lynn Nebus | Bend, OR
David & Vicki Page | Sedona, AZ
Calvin & Helen Pagel | Elizabeth, CO
John J. Parodi & Elizabeth Mota | Sebastopol, CA
Jim Parys | DPO, AE
Bev Paulan | Antioch, IL
Marsha Perry-Ellis | Pueblo, CO
Brian & Abbie Peters | Markleeville, CA
Neill Piland | Fort Collins, CO
Joan Poor | Edmonds, WA 
Peter Prince | Santa Fe, NM
Carolyn Prinster | Glenwood Springs, CO
Rebecca Quintana | Taos, NM
Dot Rhodes | Sierra Vista, AZ
Douglas A. Richardson | Kerrville, TX
Terrance & Mary Lynn Ryan | Madison, SD
Mary Sari | Sterling Forest, NE
Rodger Schmitt | Nevada City, CA
Frances Schneider Liau | Pasadena, CA
Lucy & John Schott | McCall, ID
Barbara & Bud Shark | Lyons, CO
Daniel Slater & Ann Wiemert | Grand Junction, CO
Alicia Springer & Christopher P. Thomas | 

Berkeley, CA
Sherman Stephens & Martha Taylor | Flagstaff, AZ
Darlene Marie Steward | Boulder, CO
Jim & Peggy Stewart | Bellingham, WA
Rick & Lynne Stinchfield | Clark, CO
Marilyn Stone | Paonia, CO
Daniel Stonington | Seattle, WA
Andrea Suhaka | Centennial, CO
Mike Todd | Phoenix, AZ
Constance L. Trecartin | Tucson, AZ
Dale & RuthAnn Turnipseed | Twin Falls, ID
William Tweed | Bend, OR
Chuck Twichell & Mary K. Stroh-Twichell | 

Santa Rosa, CA
Bruce Van Haveren | Evergreen, CO
Kody Wallace & Gary W. Donaldson | 

Salt Lake City, UT
Robin Waples & Paula Jenson | Seattle, WA
David Wells | Twin Falls, ID
Bruce Weydemeyer & Charlotte Kinney | 

Fortine, MT
Bill Wilson | Seattle, WA
Janet Wise & Paul Michalec | Lakewood, CO
Jack L. Wright | Sequim, WA
Dave Yokel & Kathy Taylor Yokel | Fairbanks, AK
Paul Zarn | Petaluma, CA

MEMBERS FOR 5-9 YEARS
Anonymous (23)
In honor of Animal Urgent Care | Depoe Bay, OR
In honor of Theresa Cardenas
In honor of Patrick Finley
In honor of immigrants and migrants
In honor of the journalists, interns, clerks & 

cleaning & maintenance staff at HCN for 
the excellent work that you do. And 
photographers!

In honor of Paul Larmer
In honor of Bob & Julie Phyliky
In honor of Alyssa Pinkerton
In honor of Jim Proctor
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A heartfelt ‘thank you’ to all our 
Sustainers’ Club members!  
Your regular and reliable contributions help HCN bring you the stories that matter each and every month.

HCN COMMUNITY

“Much, much gratitude for your persistence
in expertly bringing our attention to the 
immense and intricate weaving of Beauty 
and Challenge the living land and diverse 
peoples of the West are IN! ”

–Mary E. Marsden, Boulder, Colorado

Become a member of the HCN Sustainers’ Club — it’s easy! — 
and join a remarkable community of readers who give 

monthly in support of independent journalism for the West. 

Joining the Sustainers’ Club is a win-win: You support our work with a donation of $10 
per month or more, and we’ll send you a subscription — print+digital or digital-only, your 
choice — that will be renewed automatically for the entire lifetime of your membership*. 

You’ll also get access to insider newsletters and invitations to special events.

Your giving feels good, it does good — and it makes a difference.

To join, go to: hcn.org/givemonthly

For more information or questions, contact our fundraising team at fundraising@hcn.org

Join the Club!

Neal Herbert / NPS

You herd it here first.

*Give $20 per month or more, and send a friend an additional complimentary gift subscription.



22      HIGH COUNTRY NEWS  

“High Country News is a lifeline. For almost 30 years, this publication 
has been my connection to a community of wise, thoughtful 
individuals who love the West as much as I do, and work hard to create 
what Wallace Stegner called “a society to match the scenery.” I feel 
lucky to have spent so much of my professional life at HCN, and gladly 
give back each month. I love to support great journalism, of course, 
but more than that, I think of it as an investment in community, and 
a brighter future for the West.” 

–Greg Hanscom, executive director and publisher of High Country News

In honor of Dan Stonington & Emily 
Stonington-Hibbard

In honor of Ed Walford
In memory of Jerry Cebula
In memory of Skyre Criswell
In memory of Laurel Dana
In memory of David L. Ford
In memory of Rosemarie Goodbody
In memory of Dorothy & Jerry Lacy
In memory of Norma McCallan
In memory of Ken McDonald
In memory of Glen H. Phillips
In memory of John & Edith Pierpont
In memory of Tia Pullen
In memory of Patrene Rice
In memory of my mom, Gladys Richter
In memory of Rattana Ros
In memory of Richard Lon Rowland
In memory of Kenneth Tegtman
In memory of Gilbert White
Jae Abel | Palo Alto, CA
Dave Abell | Denver, CO
Linda Adams | Kernville, CA
Sarah Allan & Chris Little | Homer, AK
David & Kay Anderson | Colorado Springs, CO
Devon Arguello | Trinidad, CO
Roger Athey & Susan Butler | Scottsdale, AZ
Frances Bagenal | Boulder, CO
John Baldauf | Gold River, CA
Brad & Tina Barber | Salt Lake City, UT
Rutgers & Leslie Barclay | Santa Fe, NM
Lissa & Justin Howe | Durango, CO
Jim & Kat Beal | Eugene, OR
William C. Belknap | Boulder City, NV
Judy Bell | Centralia, WA
Joseph P. Belli | Hollister, CA
Karl & Ann Bernhard | Colorado Springs, CO
Roger Best | Medford, OR
Ann Bieri & John Fleming | Seattle, WA
Bill Black & Nancy DuTeau | Pocatello, ID
Alex Blackmer | Loveland, CO
David A. Bloom | Sebastopol, CA
Patricia & Ben Boice | Tetonia, ID
Kathryn A. Bollhoefer | Denver, CO
Laura Bracken | Lewiston, ID
Christopher Brady | Perkasie, PA
Bryan Brandel | Boise, ID
Robert Bricca | Durango, CO
Paul Brockmann | San Francisco, CA
Diane Brookshire | Denver, CO
Darrell Brown | Missoula, MT
Hamilton Brown & Martha Worthington | 

Arroyo Seco, NM
Todd Brown | Telluride, CO
Mike Browning & Frances Hartogh | Boulder, CO
James Brunt & Mariel Campbell | Placitas, NM
Craig Bury | Falls Church, VA
Elnora Cameron | Joseph, OR
Joyce Carlough | Colorado Springs, CO
Brian Carlson | Tucson, AZ
Terry Carlson | Vancouver, WA

Mark Chambers | Long Beach, CA
Jeremiah Church | Ashland, OR
Minette Church | Colorado Springs, CO
James Citta | Windsor, CA
Sally Claassen & Mark Darlington | 

Steamboat Springs, CO
Bill & Mary Clark | Boise, ID
Jim & Vicki Clark | Kuna, ID
Julia Cole & Jonathan Overpeck | Ann Arbor, MI
Francis Colwell | Placentia, CA
Jim Condit | Basalt, CO
Harris Cooper | Durham, NC
Heather Copeland | Carlsbad, CA
Dave & Char Corkran | Portland, OR
Margaret Crim | La Luz, NM
Diane Cross | Nevada City, CA
Kelly Cruser | Ashland, OR
Bernard Dare | Dayton, NV
Jay Dean & Stefani Bittner | Gold River, CA
Reed & Karen Dils | Buena Vista, CO
Jean Lown & Bryan Dixon | Logan, UT
Jody & Nate Donovan | Fort Collins, CO
Michael Dotson | Ashland, OR
John E. Douglas | Spokane, WA
Janet B. Draper | Lakewood, CO
Alice Drogin | Castle Valley, UT
Bryan DuFosse | Boise, ID
Chris Eastin | Cortez, CO
Renee & Sid Eder | Moscow, ID
John & Louise Eise | Maple Grove, MN
Dianne Engleke | Millerton, NY
Kevin Essington | Providence, RI
Brock Evans & Linda Garcia | La Grande, OR
Gary & Paula Evershed | Salt Lake City, UT
Julie Ewing | Salt Lake City, UT
David Eye | Grants Pass, OR
Walter J. Faust & Patricia Gerrodette | 

Huachuca City, AZ
Terry Fisk & Julia Fowler | Loveland, CO
Peter S. Fitch | Captain Cook, HI
Ann Fitzsimmons & John R. Gould | Boulder, CO
Kate Flint | Santa Fe, NM
Michael & Sandra Flood | Angel Fire, NM
Mike Fox | Fort Collins, CO
Clay Frick | Juneau, AK
William Friese & Staci Mayer | Phoenix, AZ
Rosanne Garrett | Denver, CO
Janie Gebhardt | Pocatello, ID
Brian Gee | Lander, WY
John & Molly Geissman | Albuquerque, NM
Lorrie Gervin | San Jose, CA
Mark Luttrell & Ann Ghicadus | Seward, AK
Jim Githens & Valerie Gilliam | Carbondale, CO
Dick Gilmore | Delta, CO
Jim Grady & Suzanne Hoest | Grand Junction, CO
Sharon Grady & Michael Marks | Portland, OR
Douglas & Joan Graham | Kent, WA
Kathy Grassel | Albuquerque, NM
Pat Grediagin | Bend, OR
Morgan Greene | Manhattan, KS
Jim & Loma Griffith | Tucson, AZ

Bryan Grigsby & Anne Dougherty | Boulder, CO
Because of Donald Trump | Ten Sleep, WY
Kimberly Hamilton-Lam | San Anselmo, CA
Linda & Lloyd Hannan | Santa Clara, NM
Kimberly Hannula | Durango, CO
Robert W. Harper | Fountain, CO
Robyn Harrison & Tom Hyden | San Antonio, NM
Philomena Hausler & Brant McGee | 

Albuquerque, NM
Gary W. Hawk | Missoula, MT
John & Kathy Heffernan | Missoula, MT
Scott & Claudia Hein | Concord, CA
Tanya Henderson | Holbrook, AZ
Bruce N. Herring | Grass Valley, CA
Renita Herrmann | San Francisco, CA
Hickman family | Washington, DC
Bill & Wende Hill | Laurium, MI
Brad & Martha Hinman | Bend, OR
Allen Hjelmfelt | Columbia, MO
Heidi Hopkins | Big Sur, CA
Jan & Gary Houk | Carson City, NV
Terri J. Huck | Springfield, VT
Mary Humstone & George Burnette | 

Fort Collins, CO
Janet & Bill Hunt | June Lake, CA
Ernie Hunter | Durango, CO
Alan & Elizabeth Huth | Wooster, OH
James Irving | Shelton, WA
Joy & Lynn Jamison | Louisville, KY
Christopher Jannusch | Davis, CA
Terry E. Jess | Albany, OR
Joyce Johns | Peralta, NM
Robin D. Kaai | Bend, OR
Robert H. Kaufman | San Rafael, CA
K-Lynn Cameron & Bob Keller | Fort Collins, CO
Dale Keyes | Tucson, AZ
Mina Kidd | Westminster, CO
Sean Kimbrel | Washington, DC
Timothy M. Kingston | Berkeley, CA
Emily Klein | Florence, VT
Mary E. Kline | Nanticoke, MD
John Koenig | Eugene, OR
Michael & Mary Kottke | Show Low, AZ
John Krause & Deborah Hunt | Las Cruces, NM
Naomi & Ward Kroencke | Santa Fe, NM
Paul Krusa & Elaine Curry | Boulder, CO
Bruce & Donna Kuehne | Cody, WY
Steve LaFleur | Prescott, AZ
Rob Lang & Bev Lynch | Salt Lake City, UT
Bonnie Lemons | El Granada, CA
Laura J. Ohm | Portland, OR
Alan Locklear & Marie Valleroy | Portland, OR
Arthur Luna | Boise, ID
Dale & Jackie Maas | Prescott, AZ
Steve & Carol Maass | Ontonagon, MI
Charles E. MacFarland | Rainier, WA
Beau MacGregor | Bellingham, WA
Jean T. MacGregor | Lacey, WA
Paula Mackrow | Twisp, WA
Diane Madigan | Redstone, CO
Adria Magrath | Vashon, WA

Zachary Maillard | Boise, ID
Mike Mansfield | Bozeman, MT
Don & Maureen Martin | Liberty Lake, WA
Vaughn & Mary Martin | Clatskanie, OR
Steve Martinek | Tucson, AZ
William Doelle & Linda Mayro | Tucson, AZ
Chuck & LeeAnn McAda | Clifton, CO
Dan McCormack | Magnolia, TX
LouAnn McCune & Lowell Lull | Riggins, ID
Lucy Ware McGuffey | Durango, CO
Marcia & John McWilliams | Bellingham, WA
Robert & Catherine Melich | Louisville, CO
Isabel Melvin | Aspen, CO
Richard N. Middleton | Salt Lake City, UT
Barbara Wolf | Sacramento, CA
Claire Miller | Surprise, AZ
James & Marsha Miller | Denver, CO
Jerry Mishler | Corbett, OR
William Mohrman | Lone Tree, CO
Douglas & Laura Moran | Denver, CO
Deborah Summer Muth | Red Lodge, MT
Adele Myers | Meadow Valley, CA
Marchy Woodwell Neilson | Jackson, ID
Damie Nelson & Carl Levi | Pinos Altos, NM
John T. Nelson | The Dalles, OR
Mike Newsham & Barbara Micheel | Ridgefield, WA
Jeff & Nancy Neyenhouse | Lacey, WA
Jack Nicholl | Malibu, CA
Kate Niles | Providence, RI
Jodi R. Norris | Flagstaff, AZ
Phil Norton | San Antonio, NM
Norman Norvelle | Farmington, NM
Christine O’Connor | Longview, WA
Gary M. Olson | Rawlins, WY
Rex Oyler | Las Cruces, NM
Arthur Paolini | Niwot, CO
Laila Parker & Justin Brant | Boulder, CO
Parker Family | Springville, CA
Kevin Parks | Delta, CO
Dorothy Johnson & Greg Parsons | Denver, CO
William Peabody | Condon, MT
Elizabeth Penfield | Savannah, GA
Sarah Perkins & Pamela Kaye | Marina, CA
Thomas Peterson | Fort Collins, CO
Lou Petterchak | Denver, CO
David Pierson | Sandy, UT
Cathryn & Martin Pokorny | Socorro, NM
David & Mirjana Prather | Salem, OR
Tom Pratum | Jacksonville, OR
Charles Quimby & Susan Cushman | 

Golden Valley, MN
Kenneth Ragland | San Pedro, CA
Stephen & Mary Sue Record | Block Island, RI
Timothy Redmond | Salt Lake City, UT
Steve & Diana Reese | Salida, CO
Craig Reger | Logan, UT
Robin Richard | Durango, CO
William B. Riker | Cochiti Lake, NM
Mike Riley | Bend, OR
Lynda Roberts | Sausalito, CA
Jay Rodman | Placitas, NM
Donald Ross | Dolores, CO
Penny & Mike Rucks | Draper, UT
Scott & Kathy Rudge | Boulder, CO
John Ruffner | San Luis Obispo, CA
P.B. Schechter | Denver, CO
David Schirokauer | Denali National Park, AK
Alyssa Schrems | Albany, OR
Lucy & John Scopinich | Boise, ID
Kate & Charles Segerstrom | Sonora, CA
Gordon & Janis Shackelford | El Cajon, CA
Sally Sherman | Boise, ID
Christine & Mike Siddoway | Colorado Springs, CO
Robert L. Slatten | Toledo, OR
Doug & Joanne Smith | Steamboat Springs, CO
Larry & Debbie Smith | Butte, MT
Larry & Margie Smith | Johnstown, CO
Florian & Lou Smoczynski | Madison, WI
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Jim & Nancy Soriano | Vashon, WA
Timothy C. Spangler | Ridgway, CO
Lon R. Stewart | Eagle, ID
Liz & Gordon Stonington | Paonia, CO
David & Miriam Stout | Salida, CO
John Lissoway & Suellen Strale | Chimayo, NM
William Taylor | Sacramento, CA
Chuck Tonn | Pagosa Springs, CO
Janna Treisman | Fall City, WA
Jessica Turnley | Rio Rancho, NM
James Tydings | Boulder, CO
William Vancil | Prescott, AZ
MaryBeth & Mark Vellequette | Niwot, CO
Eve Vogel | Amherst, MA
Kenneth J. Vogler | Boulder, CO
Kirk & Kris Vyverberg | Port Orford, OR
Ellen R. Walker | Belton, MO
Fred Walls | Lafayette, CO
Terry & Janet Walmer | Lakewood, CO
John & Anita Ward | Klamath Falls, OR
Vicki Warner-Huggins | Ridgway, CO
Thomas Wasmund | King George, VA
Jana Weber | Pinedale, WY
W.C. Weil | Denver, CO
Robert & Jill Welborn | Prineville, OR
Alacia Welch | Paicines, CA
Miriam Wells | Greeley, CO
Janet Westbrook | Ridgecrest, CA
Bryce A. Wheeler | Mammoth Lakes, CA
Patty & Bert Whitley | Oro Valley, AZ
Arianna & William Whitman | Seattle, WA
James Willett | Pasadena, CA
Larry & Becky Williams | Columbia Falls, MT
Sharon L. Wilson | Aurora, CO
Susan Wilson | Big Timber, MT
Sheldon & Elaine Wood | Centerville, UT
Slim Woodruff | Grand Canyon, AZ
James & Brenda Werz | Fort Collins, CO

MEMBERS FOR 1-4 YEARS
Anonymous (106)
In honor of Travis Cody Kerekes Martin
In honor of Rep. Liz Cheney
In honor of Nicky Conroy
In honor of Cycle Farm
In honor of JR
In honor of Robert Longoni Jr.
In honor of Heather Peeters
In honor of Thomas Rupert
In honor of Sasha the dog | Los Altos, CA
In honor of Diane Sylvain, the conscience of
	 HCN and its voice
In honor of Sam Van Wetter
In memory of Susan I. Anderson
In memory of Tom Aron
In memory of Tom Bell
In memory of Page Billings, my dad, who
	 brought me to wild places
In memory of Susan M. Brillante
In memory of Chuck Campbell, a faithful 

reader of HCN
In memory of Dale & Barbara Croley
In memory of Stephen Dudash
In memory of Jo Anne Garrett
In memory of Veronica R. Harrison
In memory of Emily Jackson
In memory of Kitty
In memory of Kara Knorpp | Austin, TX
In memory of Scott Low
In memory of Wyatt Levi Neumann
In memory of Dietrich Oltman
In memory of Forrest Sandberg
In memory of Kimberly Wegelius Sellars
In memory of Nick Semenoff
In memory of Hiram Doc Smith
In memory of William Thomas
In memory of Paul VanDusen

In memory of James L. Viani
Peter Abrahamsen | Seattle, WA
Jeff Ackermann | Denver, CO
Caren Adams | Renton, WA
Laura Adams | Manlius, NY
David E. Adelman | Austin, TX
Michael Albee | Craig, CO
George & Kathy Albino | Telluride, CO
Leon Aliski | Portland, OR
Keith Anderson | Fort Collins, CO
Linda Anderson | Chugwater, WY
Martine Anderson | Marshfield, MA
Robert Anzaldua | Colorado Springs, CO
Corin Athenour | Sedona, AZ
Reed Atherton | Lemitar, NM
Kristin Atwell | Scottsdale, AZ
Brian Austin | Pagosa Springs, CO
Becky Avery | Green Mountain Falls, CO
Abigail Azari | San Jose, CA
Chiye Azuma | Oakland, CA
Catherine Badgley & Gerald Smith | Chelsea, MI
Elliot Baglini | Durango, CO
Sylvia Ball | Albuquerque, NM
Mitchell Barker | Santa Fe, NM
Grant Barnard | Red Lodge, MT
James N. Barnes | Waldorf, MD
Mary Ellen Bartholomew | Tucson, AZ
Margaret & Ted Bartlett | Durango, CO
Rick Bauchman | Dallas, TX
Carl Bauer | Tucson, AZ
Dinah Bear | Tucson, AZ
Becky Beasley | Everett, WA
Fred Beauvais | Fort Collins, CO
Susan Beesemyer | Tucson, AZ
Sylvia Bender | Sacramento, CA
Elizabeth Bennett | Aurora, CO
Mi Ann Bennett | Las Vegas, NV
Barbara Bernhardt | Montrose, CO
Thomas Berridge | Lake Oswego, OR
Simon Bertrang | San Francisco, CA
Burry Bessee | Burlington, CO
Joseph Bielevicz | Pittsburgh, PA
Nancy Biggerstaff | Spokane, WA
Thomas Biglione | Sacramento, CA
Lisa Blidar | Parker, CO
George & Susan Boehlert | Redmond, OR
Jack Bohl | Portland, OR
Charles Bohn | Bountiful, UT
Robbin Bond | Bluff, UT
Kent Borges & Stephanie DiCenzo | 

Colorado Springs, CO
Thembi Borras | Santa Rosa, CA
Arthur Boswell | Tucson, AZ
Hannah Bowlin | Minneapolis, MN
John R. Bowlin | Princeton, NJ
Shereye & Larry Boylan | Le Roy, NY
Angelica Braestrup | Washington, DC
Rosa Brandt | Sebastopol, CA
Cathy Brannon | Santa Fe, NM
Elisabeth Braun | Vista, CA
Stephen Brekke, Jr. | Berkeley, CA
Adam Brezine | Fairfax, CA
Mary F. Broderick | Denver, CO
David Brown | Clarksville, TN
Kent & Sherry Brown | Garden City, ID
Rebecca Brown | Arvada, CO
William Adam Brown | Denver, CO
Bert & Cathie Brumbaugh | Camas, WA
Johnna & Ken Bryant | Modesto, CA
Tom Brysacz | Tucson, AZ
Louis Bubala | Washoe Valley, NV
Cheri Bucciarelli | Pueblo, CO
Deborah L. Buchanan | Portland, OR
John Buckley | Wilson, WY
Dawn Burkhardt | Pasadena, CA
Lydia Rich & Rex Burkholder | Portland, OR
Eloise Kendy & Tim Byron | Helena, MT
Duct Tape Then Beer, LLC | Seattle, WA

Michael Caltagirone | Reno, NV
Bill & Catherine Camp | Montgomery Creek, CA
Tony Cannistra | Snoqualmie, WA
Connie Cantrell | Lakewood, CO
Brian Carey | Page, AZ
Eric Carlson | Livermore, CA
Mark & Ann Carlson | Sacramento, CA
Christine Carlton | Colorado Springs, CO
Kelley Carroll | Truckee, CA
Peg Carsten | The Dalles, OR
Linda Carter | Portland, OR
Rita Catching | Amboy, WA
Janna Caughron & Wayne Vandergriff | Truckee, CA
Alivia Cetas | Oak Grove, OR
Elijah Cetas | Milwaukie, OR
Michael Chapman | Lewistown, MT
David Chappell | Mount Baldy, CA
Maggie Charsley & Armand Groffman | 

Los Alamos, NM
Matt Chew | Phoenix, AZ
Kurt & Elizabeth Chilcott | San Diego, CA
Stephen & Marian Ciepiela | Albuquerque, NM
Michael Ciscell | Nampa, ID
David Cismoski | Fort Collins, CO
Jeff Clark | Portland, OR
Katherine Clark | Hesperus, CO
Lucille Clark | Aurora, CO
Alice & Dan Claycomb | Coburg, OR
Richard Clemans | Snohomish, WA
Kerry Cobb | Flagstaff, AZ
Ronda & Scott Coguill | Butte, MT
Barbralu Cohen | Boulder, CO
Dani Coleman | Louisville, CO
Deborah Comly | Flagstaff, AZ
Janet L. Condino | Johnstown, PA
David & Nancy Cook | Redmond, OR
Jeanne & John Corbett | Denver, CO
Scott & Sharon Corsaut | Placitas, NM
Lelia Coveney | Salida, CO
Jim & Todd Cowart | Nederland, CO
Lezlie Cox | Seattle, WA
Harold Coyle | Ayer, MA
David Croze | Kenai, AK
Andrea Crumpacker | Sarasota, FL
Catherine Cunningham | Franktown, CO
Sarah & Bill Dakin | Bigfork, MT
Lynda Daley | Clovis, CA
Colleen Daniel | Yachats, OR
Kim & Dave Daschel | Portland, OR
Marco Davis | Orem, UT
Jeffrey & Carol Dawson | Denver, CO
Eric Decker | Scotts Valley, CA
Dale Derouin | Dallas, OR
Susan Detweiler | Driggs, ID
Robert Dickerson | Los Ranchos, NM
Laura Donahue | Albuquerque, NM
Sally Doshier | Santa Fe, NM
Barry Doyle | Ridgway, CO
David & Mary Dudley | Ola, ID
Dorothy Duff | Tijeras, NM
Sean Duffy | New Haven, CT
Laurie Dunn | Taos, NM
Joseph Durnell | Portland, OR
Shina duVall | Anchorage, AK
Joe Eaglesfether | Arvada, CO
Nancy Easter | Tucson, AZ
Karin Ebertz | Gillette, WY
Anthony Effinger | Portland, OR
Donald Ehrich | Creswell, OR
Mary Elkins | Fort Collins, CO
Kirk & Sheila Ellis | Santa Fe, NM 
David Elwonger & Diane Luck | 

Woodland Park, CO
Mark Endresen | Winthrop, WA
Phil Ertel | Ivins, UT
Dick Farley | Denver, CO
Jared Farmer | Philadelphia, PA
Catherine Ferreir | Oakland, CA

Ed & Kathy Feser | Corvallis, OR
Ellen Fields | Paso Robles, CA
Keith Fife & Kathy Portner | Grand Junction, CO
Thomas K. Fink | Ashland, OR
Brian Fitzgerald | South Duxbury, VT
Cornelia Flora | Ames, IA
Mark & Jora Fogg | June Lake, CA
Katherine Foster | Cortez, CO
Barbara & Mark Fowler | Durango, CO
Manuel Franco | Denver, CO
David Frey | Gaithersburg, MD
Geri & John Frick | Port Angeles, WA
Sarah Friedman | Los Angeles, CA
Clay Fulcher & Margo Clark | Fayetteville, AR
Aida Castillo-Flores & Glenn Furnier | Tucson, AZ
Patricia & Glenn Gaesser | Mesa, AZ
Barbara Gallagher | Wheat Ridge, CO
David E. Gallegos | Battlement Mesa, CO
Ken Gamauf | Boulder, CO
Mary & Andy Gantenbein | Stevensville, MI
Steven Garner | Alameda, CA
William Garroutte | North Hollywood, CA
Valentine Germann | Columbia, MO
Jonnie Godbey | Pleasant View, CO
Taylor Goforth | Olympia, WA
Don Gomes & Annie Holt | Torrey, UT
Gary & Eleanor Gossen | Santa Fe, NM
Christopher Grannis | Bellingham, WA
Jonathan Gray | New York, NY
Pamela Greager & Shauna Atkins | Longmont, CO
Bob & Melinda Green | Upland, CA
Hill Grimmett | Fort Collins, CO
Amy L. Gruber | Anchorage, AK
Erica A. Guinn | Williams, AZ
Samantha Guse | Vancouver, WA
David Haedt | Gunnison, CO
Mary Hallman | Buena Vista, CO
Cullen Hallmark | Santa Fe, NM
Jay Hamlin | Jasper, IN
Tim Hanagan | Cottonwood, AZ
David & Mary Hanscom | Park City, UT
Greg Hanscom & Tara Thomas | Seattle, WA
David Harder | Denver, CO
Ellen Harmon | Colorado Springs, CO
Anne Harrington | Palo Alto, CA
Michael Harrison | Albuquerque, NM
Melvin & Kathy Haug | Indianola, WA
Katherine Haven | Methow, WA
Dean Heerwagen | Seattle, WA
Sasha Heinen | Missoula, MT
Martha Heisel | Woodstock, VA
Jennifer & Gary Heit | Woodside, CA
Karla A. Henderson | Estes Park, CO
Jane Hendrick | Port Angeles, WA
Scott Henning | San Francisco, CA
Mary Hertert | Fruita, CO
Tom & Consuelo Hester | Silver City, NM
Robert Hickman | Holland, MI
Paul Hirt & Linda Jakse | Portal, AZ
Sharon Hogan | Moab, UT
Tom Holyoke | Fresno, CA
Thomas Hood | Santa Fe, NM
Pamela & Gary Hopkins | The Sea Ranch, CA
Doug & Kathryn Hovde | Grand Junction, CO
Holly Howes | Skowhegan, ME
Cindy & Gif Hoyer | Delta, CO
Vicki Huff & Eric Boerwinkle | Houston, TX
Ted Humphry | McKinleyville, CA
Cailin Hunsaker | Renton, WA
Kathy & Dan Huntington | Washougal, WA
Heather Huppe | Midpines, CA
Joel Hurd | West Linn, OR
Lynne Huskinson | Gillette, WY
Peter Jacobsen | Port Townsend, WA
Arvid Jacobson | Manhattan, KS
David Wegner & Nancy Jacques | Tucson, AZ
Louis Jaffe & Kitty Whitman | San Francisco, CA
Kathryn Jankowski | Olivehurst, CA
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Priscilla Jansen | Mountainair, NM
Gerry & Chuck Jennings | Great Falls, MT
Michael Jensen | Albuquerque, NM
Roger & Karen Innes | Bloomington, IN
Mary Ann Joca | Albuquerque, NM
Ben Johnson | Salida, CO
Gina Johnson | Denver, CO
Fred & Leslie Kachura | Windsor, CO
Patti Kaech | Paonia, CO
Alina Kelly | Los Angeles, CA
George Kelly & Jo Newhall | Livingston, MT
Mary Kelly | Vashon, WA
Molly Kelly | Helena, MT
Elizabeth Kelsey | Garden City, ID
Mark Kennedy | Portland, OR
Martha Ketelle | Golden, CO
Peter Kinder | East Dorset, VT
Courtney King | West Sand Lake, NY
Andrew Klooster | Denver, CO
Andy & David Knapp | Berkeley, CA
Nell Kneibler | Sebastopol, CA
Jonathan & Nancy Koch | Berthoud, CO
David Koenig | Sandy, UT
William C. Koerner | Manitou Springs, CO
Sherry Kraemer | Santa Fe, NM
Susan & John Krenkel | Independence, OR
Emily Krieger | Bozeman, MT
Rob & Nancy Kroese | Coeur d’Alene, ID
Ramsey & Steve Kropf | Boulder, CO
Matthew Kvasnica | San Francisco, CA
Pierre LaBarge | North Bend, WA
Linda Laing | Grangeville, ID
Stephen Lance | Delta, CO
Craig Landon | Jerseyville, IL
Christine Langhoff | Dorchester, MA
Ricky Lanham | Springfield, IL
Kristy Larsen | Park City, UT
Dave & Jody Larson | Santa Fe, NM
John Laycock | Austin, TX
Jessica Leahy | Orono, ME
Tina & Brian Leahy | Sacramento, CA
Robert Leasure | West Yellowstone, MT
Douglas V. Leen | Petersburg, AK
Scott Lefler | Tempe, AZ
W.T. & Genna Lemman | McMinnville, OR
Patricia Marion Lennberg | Salt Lake City, UT
Marc Levesque & Susan Porter | Silver City, NM
Diana Levin & Scott Wexman | Port Hadlock, WA
Janet & John Lewis | Sacramento, CA
Jon Lickerman | Takoma Park, MD
Bert Lindler | Missoula, MT
Steve Lindly | Cheyenne, WY
Suzanne & Dick Linford | Bend, OR
Bill Lipsey | Aspen, CO
Jessica Lischka | Aspen, CO
John Litz | Lakewood, CO
Leonard Lloyd | Fremont, CA
Vann Lovett | Astoria, OR
Scott Lowry | Denver, CO
David Luck | Berthoud, CO
Fátima Luna | Tucson, AZ
Donna Lusby | Fort Collins, CO
Thomas Lynch | Lincoln, NE
Keith Lytton | Arvada, CO
Kathryn MacKay | Ogden, UT
Michelle MacKenzie | Menlo Park, CA
Bruce Madden & Susan Ostlie | Albuquerque, NM
Judith Maeda | Williams, AZ
Molly Magnuson & Curtis Thomson | Santa Fe, NM
Beverley Manley | Truth or Consequences, NM
Andy Marks | Sandy, UT
Warren Marr | Santa Fe, NM
Rebecca Martin | New Orleans, LA
Sandy & Eric Martinez | Riverton, WY
Michael Massa | Nederland, CO
Tatiana Maxwell | Bozeman, MT
Dorothy McBride | Tacoma, WA
Eileen & Bill McCarron | Denver, CO

Jesse McDonald | Oakland, CA
Victoria McDonald | Idaho Falls, ID
Mary McGilvra | Portland, OR
Mike & Leah McGinnis | Vail, AZ
Jane McKendry | Davis, CA
Jana McKenzie | Fort Collins, CO
Michael McLeod | Federal Way, WA
Tom McNamara | Fruita, CO
Candace McNulty | Prescott, AZ
Richard & HeideMarie McSwain | Salem, OR
Mark Mellbye | Lebanon, OR
Donna & Eric Mendelson | Missoula, MT
Andrew C. Mergen | Washington, DC
Samuel A. Messam | Clearwater, FL
Anne & Jack Middleton | Mount Vernon, WA
Billie Milby | Cedar City, UT
Frank Miles Jr. | Hanover, NH
Roger Millar | Olympia, WA
Stuart Miner & Mary Hashem | Denver, CO
Bill Mitchem | Rangely, CO
Robert & Kay Moline | St. Peter, MN
William A. Molini | Reno, NV
Charles & Melda Montgomery | Yamhill, OR
Dennis & Victoria Moonier | Tigard, OR
Lucy Moore | Santa Fe, NM
Brent Morgan | Rancho Palos Verdes, CA
James Morgan | Olympia, WA
Kelly Morgan | Sand City, CA
Sheila Morris | Westminster, CO
Karen & Douglas Morton | Walla Walla, WA
Alan Mueller & L.D. Artman | Salt Lake City, UT
Armin Muhsam | Kansas City, MO
Debra Dellinger | Asheville, NC
Prashanth Mundkur | Winooski, VT
Michael Murphy | San Francisco, CA
Thomas Myers | Laporte, PA
James C. Nelson | Magdalena, NM
Jay & Vivian Nelson | Culver City, CA
MaryCarol Nelson | Hailey, ID
Rett Nelson | Chicago, IL
John Neville | Sedona, AZ
Ann E. Nichols | Manitou Springs, CO
Anne K. Norris | Roseburg, OR
Calvan North | Kearns, UT
Scott Novotny | Casper, WY
John Nusse | Bozeman, MT
Michael OBrien | Portland, OR
Catherine O’Brien & Diana Shelton | Laramie, WY
Madeleine O’Callaghan | Sedona, AZ
Jim O’Connor & Karen Demsey | Portland, OR
Barb Odell | Ribera, NM
Peggy Songster & Terry Oden | Santa Rosa, CA
Lee & Christine Oler | Tucson, AZ
Wendy Oliver | Milwaukie, OR
Karen Olson | Rapid City, SD
Kevin Ott | Crested Butte, CO
Jerry Oyer | Colorado Springs, CO
Kathleen & John Ozga | Grand Junction, CO
David & Pamela Palmer | Farmington, NM
John H Panek | Denver, CO
Patrick Park | Salt Lake City, UT
Don Parker | Golden, CO
Ed Parker | Twisp, WA
Polly Parks | Tucson, AZ
Daphne Parson | Oakland, CA
Don Parsons | Dillon, CO 
Len Pavelka | Lincoln, NE
Jim & Mare Payne | Cerro Gordo, IL
Jay Pearson | Santa Fe, NM
Joe Peoria | Colorado Springs, CO
Thomas Perkins | Coeur d’Alene, ID
James Petri & Christie Owens | Longmont, CO
Terry Petrie | Lafayette, CO
Ralph Pezoldt | Claremont, CA
Brian Phillips | Stony Brook, NY
Scott E. Pike | Hillsboro, OR
Alyssa Pinkerton | Fort Collins, CO
Bruce Plenk & Patti Hartmann | Boulder, CO

Elizabeth & Christopher Pope | Friday Harbor, WA
Richard S. Posey | Beavercreek, OH
James Pryor | Robinson, TX
Joe & Andrea Quiroz | Scottsdale, AZ
Sarah Rabkin | Soquel, CA
David Racich | Pinedale, WY
Don Rahm | Puyallup, WA
Lisanadine Ramos | Denver, CO
Michael Ransom | Albany, OR
Patricia Rauscher | Cortez, CO
Jerry & Zoe Ravert | Florence, AZ
Arthur Redhair | Phoenix, AZ
James Reents & Mary Ackerman | Santa Fe, NM
William Barry Reeves | Corvallis, OR
Marith Reheis | Golden, CO
Raynelle Rino-Southon | Oakland, CA
Joan Roberts | Phoenix, AZ
Kimberly Roberts | Reno, NV
Shelby Robinson & Michael Balogh | Mancos, CO
Rhonda Robles | Jackson, WY
Kathleen A. Roediger | Phoenix, AZ
Tom Romito | Cleveland, OH
Lisa Ronald | Missoula, MT
Tom Ronning | Arvada, CO
Karin Rose | Lake Stevens, WA
Martin & Joan Rosen | Carmel, CA
Ellen Rosenau | Berkeley, CA
William Rosenberg | Redwood City, CA
Susanna Ross-Stewart | Lake George, CO
Justin Roth | Ventura, CA
Barbara Rothkrug | Mill Valley, CA
Deborah Ruehle | Sandpoint, ID
David Rummel | Glenwood Springs, CO
Renee K. Rumrill | Montrose, CO
Sandra Russell | Pullman, WA
Ronald L Rutowski | Tempe, AZ
Dave & Marilyn Sabold | Winthrop, WA
Rachel Sams | Albuquerque, NM
Diane Sanders | Montrose, CO
Bruce Saunders | Gunnison, CO
Mark Saurer | Park City, UT
Mark Savinski & Jeanne Bombassaro | Sheridan, MT
Dustin Saxton | Riverside, CA
Ann Schinnerer | Jackson, CA
William Schmidt | Tucson, AZ
Del Scholfield | Cheyenne, WY
Lila Seal | Evergreen, CO
Harold H. Sears | Salt Lake City, UT
Maura Shannon | Oakland, CA
Kathleen Sheehan Dugan | Bigfork, MT
Pixie Siebe | Anchorage, AK
Leonard R. Silvey | Poway, CA
Gary Sims | Evergreen, CO
Lin Skavdahl & Steffany Raynes | Bellingham, WA
Peter Slattery | Salinas, CA
Terri Slivka | Carbondale, CO
Kenneth Smith | Saratoga, CA
Mike & Jan Smith | Eugene, OR
Zachary Smith | Dana Point, CA
George & Kathleen Solheim | Drake, CO
Theodore Solso | Livingston, MT
Doug Spencer & Kathleen Parrish | Evergreen, CO
William Spencer | Boulder, CO
Andrew Spivack | Emeryville, CA
Robert & Darlea Stack | Salt Lake City, UT
Stapp-Longenecker Family Foundation,  
	 U.S. Charitable Gift Trust | Richland, WA
Catherine & Rolfe Stearns | Corvallis, OR
David Steensen & Karen Griffin | Medford, OR
Robert Stevens | Salt Lake City, UT
Aria Ann Stewart | Salem, MA
Glen & Joy Stocking | Seeley Lake, MT
Robert Stoffregen | Cool, CA
Richard Stohlman & Christine Newman | 

Brooklyn, NY
Oliver & Erescene Stokes | Sierra Vista, AZ
Rich Stolz | Seattle, WA
Dan Stowens | Richland, WA

Sharon L. Strachan | Berkeley, CA
Jim Stratton | Patagonia, AZ
Katherine Strickler | Moscow, ID
Daniel Strizek | Lakewood, CO
Jim Struve & Jeff Bell | Bellingham, WA
Laura Stuntz | Fort Collins, CO
Susan Suazo-Sanchez | Ignacio, CO
Beth Szwiec | Fountain Hills, AZ
Kirk & Nancy Taft | Gig Harbor, WA
Suzanne Tallichet | Morehead, KY
Donna Tang | Tucson, AZ
Dawn Taylor | Boulder, CO
Ellen Taylor | Santa Fe, NM
Steven Teynor | Millcreek, UT
William C. Thompson | Ivins, UT
Brian & Mary Thornburgh | San Diego, CA
Amy Timmerman | Woburn, MA
Tommy Tomlin | Las Cruces, NM
Sue Trevathan & Jim Bazemore | Vashon, WA
Zack Tripp & Alia Strong | Carbondale, CO
Gail Trotter | Lacey, WA
Clark Trowell | Green Valley, CA
Aimee Trujillo | Midvale, UT
Pat Tucker | Rifle, CO
Suzanne Van Loon | Portland, OR
Pete & Janis VanWyhe | Brush Prairie, WA
John & Anita Varley | Bozeman, MT
Andres Varon & Paola Pedraza | New York, NY
Lindsay Vivian | Sacramento, CA
Blake Vonderheide | Oakland, CA
Denise Dralle Wade | Gallatin Gateway, MT
Eliza Walbridge | Blue Bell, PA
Judy Walton & Stephen Frenkel | Portland, OR
Pete Waltz | Delta, CO
Lynn & Marie Walz | Lafayette, CO
Maurice Warner & Nancy Wick | Seattle, WA
Michelle Warren | West Lebanon, NH
Luann Sewell Waters | Wynnewood, OK
John Watson & Sharon Hall | Durango, CO
Karen Wearp | San Dimas, CA
Neil A. Weaver | Brush Prairie, WA
John Michael Weh | Seattle, WA
Julie M. Weikel | Princeton, OR
John Welch | Columbia, SC
Patricia Wendel | Tucson, AZ
Gail Werner | Caledonia, MI
Kath Weston | Charlottesville, VA
Nadia White | Missoula, MT
Patricia White | Juneau, AK
Dave Whitehead | La Junta, CO
John Whitmer | Bellingham, WA
Ed & Jan Whitney | Casper, WY
Barbara Willcox | Grass Valley, CA
Martha Williams | Blaine, WA
Patricia Williams | Salem, OR
Judy & Don Willott | Bainbridge Island, WA
Thomas Wilmore & Linda Magee | Bellingham, WA
Winston the Wonder Spaniel | Colorado Springs, CO
Richard & Christa Wirtz | Fallbrook, CA
Randi Wise | Prescott, AZ
Ken & Cindy Wisherd | Bonner, MT
Kent Withers | Highlands Ranch, CO
Sylvia Wittels & Joe Alcorn | Bernalillo, NM
Edward Wolf | Bellingham, WA
Karen Wolfgang | Portland, OR 
Kara Woo | Portland, OR 
Chris Wood | Enumclaw, WA
Richard Word & Laura Brown | Santa Fe, NM
Lee-Lani Wright | Cottage Grove, OR
Deborah & Will Wroth | Santa Fe, NM
Ronald Yankey | Boise, ID
John & Lavinia Ycas | Boulder, CO 
Marc Young & Gary Wilson | Los Angeles, CA 
Owen Zaret | Easthampton, MA 
Lynn Zonge | Carson City, NV



The High Country News Board of Directors 
met in May in Albuquerque, where we had a 
chance to reconnect face-to-face and visit with 
new and longtime friends of HCN.

New Mexico’s celebrity environment reporter 
Laura Paskus — who is also a PBS producer 
and a former HCN staffer — moderated a 
panel about environmental justice in the 
state. We were astonished by the massive 
scale of oil and gas drilling in New Mexico; 
it’s currently second only to Texas in terms 
of annual oil production. Unfortunately, the 
energy companies are polluting air and water 
with little oversight from the state, according 
to Samantha Ruscavage-Barz, WildEarth 
Guardians’ legal director. But local people 
are finding creative ways to hold the indus-
try accountable. Kayley Shoup, of Citizens 
Caring for the Future, spoke about working to 
bring community members together to defend 
public health, something that can be challeng-
ing in company towns in the oil-drenched 
Permian Basin. 

Now, a group of young people has sued the 
state, arguing that its oil and gas permitting 

and failure to enforce pollution laws violate 
the New Mexico Constitution, which states 
that a “beautiful and healthful environ-
ment” is “of fundamental importance to the 
public interest, health, safety and the general 
welfare.” Jonathan Juarez-Alonzo, of Youth 
United for Climate Crisis Action (YUCCA), one 
of the plaintiffs in the case, pointed out that 
we already have all the technology we need to 
make a swift transition to clean energy; we just 
need to commit to doing the work.

In a meeting at Hotel Albuquerque, HCN staff 
told the board that this has been a difficult year 
for fundraising. Many of our readers are strug-
gling to make ends meet, and some longtime 
supporters who often give generously have 
had to pull back a bit, owing to the tumultu-
ous financial climate. We’ve made up ground 
since then, however, and have found ways to 
tighten our belts, so while we continue to hear 
about hard times at other news outlets, this 
reader-supported nonprofit is soldiering on. 
Thank you!

But the board’s biggest decision was to 
approve a three-year strategic road map for the  

organization — the product of nine months of 
hard work by both staff and board. 

We’re excited about this new strategic 
plan, which we hope will help us engage 
a new generation of readers who care 
about the West and its future. It includes: 

•	 Critical upgrades to HCN’s website 
and other digital infrastructure

•	 Outreach and partnerships to 
connect with new and diverse 
audiences

•	 A new “customer journey” that 
lowers barriers to entry and draws 
readers into deeper involvement 
over time

•	 Tools and information that encour-
age civic participation and empower 
readers to drive positive change

We’ll have more information for you in the 
coming months, especially as our new website 
comes online in the fall. 

Greg Hanscom, 
executive director and publisher
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ABQ HCN in ABQ

DEAR FRIENDS

  Staffers (pictured from left) Gretchen King, Jennifer Sahn, Gary Love and Michelle Nijhuis make time for a hike in Petroglyph National Monument near Albuquerque. 
Inset: Board members and staff meet at Ben Michael’s Restaurant for dinner. HCN staff photos. Photo illustration by Marissa Garcia / HCN
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CHASED 
BY FLAMES

The story of two hikers caught in the 
path of the Bolt Creek Fire.

By Kylie Mohr 
Aftermath photos by Peter Bohler

The view of the Bolt Creek Fire from 
Baring Mountain.  

MATT BISHOP AND STEVE COOPER  grabbed exposed roots 
and mossy rocks for balance as they climbed up a steep hillside. 
It was just after 7 a.m. on Sept. 10, 2022, and the two friends were 
headed up Baring Mountain, on the edge of the Wild Sky Wilderness 
in Washington’s Cascade Range. Silver firs, cedars and hemlocks 
encroached on the unmaintained trail, and although the sun was 
still low in the sky, the morning was hot and sweat clung to the back 
of their necks. 

Bishop, an engineering manager for an aerospace company, 
and Cooper, a commercial electrician, had met five years earlier 
and started hiking together almost every weekend during the height 
of the pandemic. They shared a love of solitude and summits that 
made them excellent companions, in sync on where and how they 
wanted to explore. Cooper created a YouTube channel, The Path 
Least Taken, to document their adventures, including the Baring 
Mountain trek. 

The men chatted and took turns filming each other as they 
picked their way through brush and lime-green ferns, gaining 
almost 2,000 vertical feet in less than half a mile. “Keeps you 
on your edge, that’s for sure,” Cooper says to Bishop in one clip. 
Mountain views unfurled on both sides of the ridgeline, over-
looking the ancestral homelands of Indigenous people from the 
Tulalip, Stillaguamish, Snoqualmie and other tribes, where some 
still harvest huckleberries and cedar today. Far below, beyond 
the trees, the South Fork of the Skykomish River meandered in 
a silver-blue ribbon. The trail funneled Bishop and Cooper into a 



“We’re going to turn around. I don’t want to risk it.  
It’s going to blow up. I see the flames.”



boulder-filled gully. They glimpsed blue sky 
as they scrambled up the rocky chasm and 
started their final push to the summit. 

The view from the next outcrop brought 
them to a halt. At the trailhead that morning, 
they’d noticed some smoke, but thought it was 
acrid haze from fires in eastern Washington 
— not a big deal, as long as they could breathe 
easily. But now it was more than haze: Deep 
orange flames and dark gray plumes of smoke 
blocked the sky. This was a new fire, three peaks 
down the ridgeline — and headed their way. 

Bishop pulled out his phone and saw a 
text from his wife of 23 years, Sonia. She’d 
noticed smoke while setting up a church 
classroom 40 miles away in Snohomish and 
texted to ask if he was all right. Bishop sent 
her photos of the mountains, surrounded by 
smoke and flames, and a message: “love you.” 
“That looks too close,” she replied. 

Bishop suggested turning back and 
Cooper, on video, agreed.  “Yeah, we’re going 
to turn around,” he said. “I don’t want to risk 
it.” His voice trailed off. “It’s going to blow up,” 
Cooper added. “I see the flames.”

“It’s pretty big,” Bishop agreed off-cam-
era, his voice muffled by high winds that had 
set the evergreens around them dancing, their 
branches swaying. Bishop texted Sonia: They 
were getting out. The hikers hurried back 
down the gully they’d just ascended. 

But the blaze had other plans. Halfway 
down the chute, Bishop and Cooper watched 
in horror as the fire, hungry for fuel, snaked 
its way around the backside of the ridge and 
emerged in front of them. Flames engulfed 
the trail below the gully, consuming their 
escape route, roaring like a jet engine prepar-
ing for takeoff. “Oh fuck,” Cooper said. “That 
came fast, dude.” “Hopefully you guys get to 
see this video,” Bishop added, brow furrowed. 
“Otherwise, we didn’t make it.” He sent 
another message to his wife: “We’re trapped.”

Their breathing short and shallow, they 
considered their only option: Scramble back 
up the scree they’d just descended to huddle 
below Baring Mountain’s jagged peak, the 
rocky, open space a potential refuge — or a 
dead end. 

 
SEVEN HOURS EARLIER  and seven miles 
away, Katijo Maher had awakened to the 
sound of her basset hound, Frida Hansdottier, 
throwing up. When she rushed the dog 
outside, she saw a fiery glow on the hills above 

town. “That’s not the sun,” she thought.
Maher, a former firefighter and visitor 

information specialist at the Skykomish 
Ranger District, knows how fast fires can 
move. The National Weather Service had 
predicted high fire danger that weekend; the 
region was in the midst of a record-breaking 
dry summer, with only half an inch of rain in 
nearby Seattle all season. The Mount Baker-
Snoqualmie National Forest had just raised 
its fire danger rating to “very high,” noting in 
a press release that high winds, low humidity 
and hot temperatures had turned the forest 
“into a virtual tinderbox.”  

Fires on the wetter, cooler west side of 
the Cascades, where the hikers were, have 
historically been rare. But they’ve become 
more common in the last two decades, and 
the Pacific Northwest is experiencing longer 
fire seasons. More acres burned over two weeks 
in 2020 than in the last five decades. Wildfires 
across the United States are fueled by hotter, 
drier conditions caused by climate change and 
decades of federal fire suppression policies — 
including the stifling of Indigenous burning 
practices — that created a fuel buildup. While 
low-intensity wildfires are part of a healthy 
forest, blazes that burn everything to a crisp 
can do more harm than good. 

According to Maher’s boss, Skykomish 
District Ranger Joe Neal, the national forest 
and private timberlands around Baring 
Mountain are on an every 200- to 300-year 
fire cycle — and the last recorded major blaze 
occurred sometime in the 1700s. They were 
overdue. 

Maher called the forest’s fire manage-
ment officer, triggering the mobilization of 
local, state and federal firefighting resources. 
The blaze had begun on private timberlands, 
which fall under the Washington Department 
of Natural Resources’ (DNR) jurisdiction, but 
it quickly crossed into neighboring national 
forest. By 6:30 a.m., the Forest Service had 
requested as many firefighting resources from 
the DNR as possible. The Bolt Creek Fire, as it 
was dubbed, quickly grew in size and sever-
ity as 100-foot-high flames licked dry tree 
branches and gobbled leftover logging debris.

As locals evacuating the community of 
Grotto fled west, firefighters and emergency 
responders headed east. The Skykomish Fire 
Department, fighting to keep the fire from the 
town, needed reinforcements. DNR Incident 
Commander Gene Phillips sped down 
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“Hopefully you guys 
get to see this video. 
Otherwise, we didn’t 
make it.”

Smoke from the Bolt Creek Fire fills a rocky 
gully on Baring Mountain (facing). 

Steve Cooper, left, and Matt Bishop text a 
selfie to Bishop’s wife while waiting to hear 
if search and rescue teams can reach them 
(below).  
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Highway 2 to establish a joint command post 
at the Skykomish Ranger Station. Chunks of 
ash and flaming embers hit the windshield of 
his truck. “This fire was going big,” he said. “It 
was romping.”

Not yet aware of the backcountry hikers, 
Snohomish County Search and Rescue 
launched a reconnaissance flight over the 
area, where hundreds of people a day visit 
a popular lake. Pilot Bill Quistorf guided his 
small plane closer to the blaze, but the ride 
grew choppy — airspace around wildfires can 
be incredibly turbulent due to rising hot air. 
“I’ve been flying for 50 years,” Quistorf said. 
“That was the worst turbulence I’ve ever flown 
in.” The rough air forced him to turn around; 
he later learned he’d been just half a mile away 
from Bishop and Cooper.  

Wind, smoke and jagged terrain compli-
cated aerial firefighting all morning. The air 
tankers that drop water and fire retardant 
couldn’t fly safely in the narrow river canyon 
along the fire’s southern edge, and the way 
the smoke draped over the landscape made it 

dangerous for helicopters, too. The few retar-
dant drops pilots did manage failed. “The fire 
just blew right over,” Phillips said. “(The retar-
dant) really didn’t even slow it down.” 

 
ON THE ROCKY SLOPE  below Baring 
Mountain’s peak, just before noon, Bishop 
and Cooper found a pocket of cell service. 
It was about 30 minutes after they first saw 
flames. Cooper called his partner, Ed, on 
his cellphone and then used his emergency 
palm-sized satellite phone to send an SOS 
notification with their coordinates to an emer-
gency response coordination center. He also 
called 911. “We have fire all around us and 
we can’t get out,” Cooper told a dispatcher. 
The operator said they’d inform search and 
rescue crews, who’d call back. The men took 
a selfie while they waited. In the photograph, 
their noses and mouths are covered by long-
sleeved T-shirts, dampened with water from 
their packs, to block the smoke funneling up 
the gully they were crouched in. Cooper raises 
his hand in a wave; Bishop stares straight 

into the camera. Bishop texted the image to 
Sonia, then powered down his phone to save 
the battery.

Within half an hour, a dirty orange glow 
obscured everything around them. When 
Cooper’s cellphone finally rang, a sheriff’s 
deputy asked if the men could get to water, 
but they could not. Seattle Mountain Rescue 
volunteers, part of King County Search and 
Rescue, arrived in the area before realizing it 
wasn’t safe to go after the hikers. And the next 
call brought worse, but unsurprising, news: 
No helicopter could reach them. They were 
on their own, surrounded by fire. 

Bishop and Cooper weighed their options. 
Would they die if they stayed where they were 
and waited for the fire to pass? With no trail 
to follow, would they die if they left? They 
pored over maps on a GPS app on Bishop’s 
phone, searching for an escape route. They 
debated running through still-smoldering 
terrain, but decided against it. Then they spot-
ted something: a route that might get them 
down the mountain, around steep cliffs and 



drop-offs. Bishop and Cooper would try to 
rescue themselves. 

 
IN SNOHOMISH, SONIA DROVE HOME 
from church, crying. At home, she huddled 
with friends, her teenage son, Kaleb, and 
their chocolate Lab, Koda. Kaleb’s birthday 
party was that afternoon; he’d turn 15 the next 
day. Mason, their older son, would graduate 
from U.S. Army Basic Combat Training next 
month. Sonia wondered if her husband would 
live to see these milestones. She clung to the 
only information she had: a dot representing 
Bishop and Cooper’s location, transmitted 
by the satellite phone they carried, informa-
tion that Ed shared with her. The circle moved 
sporadically on the digital map, indicating the 
hikers could still be alive.  

But their chances of survival looked slim. 
“It was a pretty bad feeling to know that I had 
exhausted every tool in my limited toolbox,” 
Peter Teske, the on-call Snohomish County 
Search and Rescue coordinator, said about 
that day. “I was already planning on us having 
to go collect their bodies after they perished 
and the fire had moved on.” 

That morning, the gravel road to the trail-
head was open, a few other cars in the lot. The 
skies were only tinged with smoke, which can 
travel hundreds, even thousands, of miles 
from a blaze. Looming mountains blocked 
the burgeoning Bolt Creek Fire from the 
hikers’ sight. “I wouldn’t say it was their fault,” 
Phillips, the joint incident commander, said. 
“They were in the wrong place at the wrong 
time.” Would-be rescuers agreed. “I don’t fault 
those guys at all,” Teske said. “There was zero 
indication that there was a new fire.” 

And the men had done a lot of things 
right. They’re the kind of hikers who bring 
extra trekking poles to give to strangers with 
sprained ankles. They knew how to read maps, 
were fit enough for off-trail travel, and carried 
that emergency satellite phone. Bishop, who 
volunteered on a search and rescue team as a 
young adult, and Cooper, a retired member of 
the Navy, were poised under pressure. They 
kept calm. 

There wasn’t much more they could 
have done, Snohomish County Search and 
Rescue members said. And, given the chang-
ing climate and increasingly severe wildfires, 
Search and Rescue wasn’t sure what else their 
own crew could have done, either. “I’m trying 
to think of a way that we could better prepare 

for that eventuality, and I cannot,” Sgt. Greg 
Sanders said. Search and rescue units won’t 
risk the lives of their members, many of whom 
are volunteers, to pluck people from a wall of 
flames. “We will never, ever, ever — you can 
underscore that ever — knowingly send them 
into harm’s way,” Teske said. 

So what does hiking in the age of fast-mov-
ing, unpredictable fires look like? Another 
hiker in the area that day has ideas. “Just as 
we add avalanche danger to trip planning 
during the winter, we must add wildfire danger 
planning during the dry months,” Alison 
Dempsey-Hall said. She’d noticed a lone car 
in the trailhead parking lot as her group fled — 
Bishop’s Jeep. In the future, she plans to check 
the National Weather Service for red flag warn-
ings, issued when high temperatures, high 
winds and low humidity mean that wildfires 
can start easily and spread quickly. “If you’re 
to be really cautious, you’d probably see that 
red flag warning and say, ‘Hmm, I’m going to 
choose another route,’” she said. 

A more expansive definition of recreation 
won’t shield hikers from wildfires. But it may 
help better situate them in their surround-
ings. The Snoqualmie Tribe’s Ancestral Lands 
Movement, for example, encourages people 
to protect, respect and restore the places they 
visit. “We’re losing that sense of reciprocity 
and restoration,” said Jaime Martin, the tribe’s 
executive director of governmental affairs and 
special projects. “We need to start rethinking 
and reframing what recreation looks like, and 
bringing people into some of those activities 
that make landscapes more resilient.” That 
could look like getting involved in local resto-
ration projects, before or after wildfires sweep 
through.

 
BACK ON THE MOUNTAIN,  Bishop and 
Cooper began moving downhill around 1 
p.m., still surrounded by burning trees and 
smoke. The wind whipped up, pushing the 
fire back toward them. Flames crackled up the 
trees beside the gully, trying to eat them from 
below. So they changed directions, looking for 
a different route away from the danger. 

They followed a dry creek bed, shinny-
ing down ledges and walls, some of them 
taller than they were. But a soaring 200-foot-
high cliff stopped their progress. More trees 
ignited and toppled, hitting the ground above 
them, dislodging boulders that thundered 
downslope. 

Another pocket of cell reception dangled 
the possibility of rescue. The King County 
Sheriff’s Office told them that a helicopter 
could reach them, if they could get to an open 
spot. But the hikers’ location — on the border 
of two counties — created complications 
when their next call was routed to a dispatcher 
in Snohomish County. “I’d like to stay and talk 
with you, but the fire’s coming down. I’ve 
gotta jam,” Cooper said, his voice clipped and 
tense. The dispatcher asked him to wait for 
a supervisor, but he hung up. Eyes watering 
from the smoke, he and Bishop climbed back 
up the creek bed and continued to look for 
another way out.  

More ledges blocked their way. The 
ground was covered with slippery dry pine 
needles, and they grabbed at brush to stay 
upright. Suddenly, Bishop lost his footing and 
began sliding toward the edge of yet another 
cliff. Cooper watched helplessly as his friend 
grabbed at a tree to stop his fall. It worked. 
With the crackle and pop of fire above them, 
they took a moment to breathe, and then kept 
moving. When they encountered more ledges, 
they used each other’s shoulders and hands to 
create steps on the steep drop-offs.

A chute, scrubbed clean of trees but thick 
with thorny bushes, provided a new route to 
the valley below. Cooper narrated their prog-
ress to the camera; Bishop, exhausted, simply 
waved. Ahead, a flat area with few trees looked 
promising. They bushwhacked down, edging 
farther and farther from the flames. Every foot 
down in elevation brought them a step closer 
to gentler terrain and a path to safety.

Finally, they stumbled on a well- 
maintained trail among emerald foliage 
untouched by fire. They paused for a moment 
and hugged. Their throats were raw from 
hours in smoke without water, and they talked 
about their cravings — Diet Coke, water, 
Gatorade. They followed the trail to the park-
ing lot, got in the Jeep and sped off, light gray 
smoke settling into the trees above them.  

 
IN THE SMALL TOWN OF BARING, the 
tired, thirsty hikers pulled into a gas station. 
Residents were evacuating, and a driver with 
suitcases piled in the bed of his truck struck 
up conversation. “I think there are still hikers 
stranded there,” he said, gesturing at the 
mountains. “Nope,” Bishop said. “That’s us.” 
By 6 p.m., they were back at Bishop’s home, 
eating gyros with Sonia and Kaleb, who teased 
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his dad about missing his birthday party that 
afternoon. That night, at his own home, 
Cooper struggled to sleep. Adrenaline still 
coursed through his body. 

Meanwhile, the Bolt Creek Fire kept burn-
ing. It continued to race west; by nightfall, 
evacuation orders covered 500 homes, and 
the blaze had grown to 7,000 acres. “The fire 
never slowed down,” Phillips, the joint inci-
dent commander, said. Over the next few days, 
over 430 firefighting personnel streamed into 
the area. In the coming weeks, smoke from 
the Bolt Creek and other fires in the Cascades 
blanketed the greater Puget Sound area, 
including Seattle and King County.

Wildfire smoke, a mix of gases and fine 
particles, is dangerous, potentially deadly, 
to people who breathe it in, even if they are 
nowhere near the fire itself. Recent assess-
ments estimate that wildfire smoke causes 
between 6,300 and 32,000 deaths in the U.S. 

annually, a number that varies according to 
study methodology and time frame. Children, 
the elderly, and people who are pregnant or 
have pre-existing lung and heart conditions 
are especially vulnerable, while those who 
work outside, such as farmworkers, or live in 
housing that lets smoke in — often people of 
color — are more likely to be exposed. 

Two in five Seattle residents are low-in-
come, and at least 13,000 people in King 
County are unhoused at any given time. 
Resources like smoke centers, where people 
can escape the poor air, and homemade air 
filtration systems are “short-term Band-Aid 
solutions,” said Anjum Hajat, an epidemiol-
ogy professor at the University of Washington. 
More permanent fixes, like adequate legal 
protections for workers who toil in the 
smoke and air purification for all homes, 
are still needed, said Hajat — and, of course, 
tackling the climate crisis by burning fewer 
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“If you’re to be really 
cautious, you’d 
probably see that 
red flag warning and 
say, ‘Hmm, I’m going 
to choose another 
route.’”

Caption. 

The Bolt Creek Fire point of origin, just 
outside Skykomish, Washington.
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fossil fuels. In the meantime, many people 
are forced to inhale smoke for as long as it 
lingers. “Disasters only exacerbate existing 
social inequalities that we see in society,” 
said Michael Méndez, a professor who stud-
ies environmental policy and planning at the 
University of California-Irvine. 

On Oct. 20,  smoke from the Bolt Creek 
Fire and other blazes gave Seattle the worst 
air quality in the world. Why don’t they just 
put out the fire? some wondered. But the steep, 
inaccessible terrain where it was burning 
made firefighting challenging, and there are 
ecological benefits to letting a fire like this 
burn; for one thing, it reduces the chance of 
future, more severe fires. The blaze ultimately 
burned over 15,000 acres, including almost 
all of a 960-acre tract of timberland that the 
Tulalip Tribes reacquired in 2019 to protect 
and provide reliable access to culturally 
important species. But only one outbuild-
ing was destroyed, and no one died. Rain 
and snow finally dampened the fire in late 
October. As of early July, officials had deter-
mined that the fire was human-caused, but 
the details were under investigation.

Hoping to educate others, Cooper 
published videos about the hike on YouTube. 
They have been viewed nearly 200,000 times; 
most of the comments are supportive, includ-
ing posts from local search and rescue crew 
members, hikers and residents. Some of them 
learned the hikers survived only when they 
saw the video.  

 LIKE A SCAR ON A HUMAN BODY,  mark-
ing where the skin is healing after an injury, a 
fire’s burn scar tells a tale of destruction and 
recovery. A charred landscape of blackened 
soil eventually blossoms with new plant life. 
But for those who survive them, fires can leave 
invisible scars, too.

In the weeks following the Bolt Creek 
Fire, Bishop and Cooper encountered other 
people’s campfires on backpacking trips. The 
sound of dry wood crackling and the smell of 
smoke upset Bishop: “One little spark, and 
this whole place goes up,” he said. “It will be 
a long time before I build a fire in the woods, 
if ever. I don’t think the benefit is worth the 
risk.” Cooper described feeling disconnected 
from his body; he had to get back outside for 
things to feel real again. 

Smoke and wind gusts are common trig-
gers for other wildfire survivors. “When you 
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“One little spark and 
this whole place goes 
up. It will be a long 
time before I build  
a fire in the woods,  
if ever.”

Steve Cooper, left, and Matt Bishop 
ascend what remains of the trail up to 
the ridge of Baring Mountain during their 
return this spring (left). A burned tree 
on the northwest ridge of the mountain 
(above).
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haven’t fully processed the trauma, anything 
that comes up that’s related to what you went 
through is going to retrigger, and put them 
right back into the moment the initial trauma 
happened,” said Darla Gale, a therapist who 
works with wildfire survivors in California. 
Some of her patients report difficulty sleeping 
and nightmares, as well as feelings of anger 
and guilt. Survivors also experience anxiety 
and depression, though therapy can help. 
Chronic mental health issues tend to appear 
six months post-fire. A 2021 study found that 
fire survivors suffered post-traumatic stress 
disorder three times more often than the 
general population. 

 
A  V E R DA N T  F O R E S T  surrounded 
Bishop and Cooper when they hiked Baring 
Mountain last September. But nothing was 
the same when they returned to the ridgeline 
in May. There was no shade from formerly 
lush stands of evergreens and the sun’s hot 
rays beamed through toothpick tree trunks. 
Flames had peeled back bark, revealing 
smooth innards the color of papaya. A lone 
chipmunk scurried in the dust. Ashy mud slid 
underfoot and loose pebbles, once hidden 
beneath the soft forest floor, crunched under 
their boots. In the distance, a sooty grouse 
droned its low hooting call. Bishop absorbed 
his scorched surroundings. “If we had been 
headed down a half hour earlier, we would’ve 
been dead,” he said. “If we got caught in these 
woods, there’s no way we would have been 
able to get out.” 

The men remain cautious. To avoid 
hiking in areas with limited escape routes 
later in the summer, when fire danger is 
greater, Bishop and Cooper hope to hike 
a section of the Pacific Crest Trail in early 
August. Recreation patterns are expected to 
shift in time and location as wildfires and 
other effects of climate change continue to 
alter the landscape. “You have no choice but 
to adapt,” said Emily Wilkins, a social scientist 
who studies recreation and climate change 
for the U.S. Geological Survey in Colorado. 
Research in the Columbia River Gorge follow-
ing the 2017 Eagle Creek Fire showed that 
people avoided the entire area in the year 
following the fire. Smoke and wildfire closures 
may force hikers to seek out new areas; in the 
Pacific Northwest, the cooler, wetter places on 
the coast may see a rise in visitors as a result.

Today, the once-arduous trail to crest 

the ridgeline to Baring Mountain is nearly 
impassible. Trees toppled like jackstraws form 
a tangled maze. Bishop, wearing the same 
khaki hiking pants as last year, and Cooper, 
carrying the same black-and-white backpack, 
picked their way through debris to peer at the 
cliffs they’d scrambled down last September. 
“Looking at it now, I’m not sure how we did 
that,” Cooper said. They recalled other trips 
they’ve taken since and shared comfortable 
silences. Whenever they touched a stump 
or a rock for balance, their hands came away 
blackened with soot.

The changed landscape could have 
a profound impact on the communities 
nestled below. Wildfires lessen soil’s ability 
to absorb water, so bursts of precipitation can 
be dangerous. Thunderstorms, rapid snow-
melt, atmospheric rivers or rain falling on 
snow can trigger debris flows: earthen rivers 
carrying boulders and missile-like trees that 
can hurt and kill people, destroy homes, block 
roads and cause flooding. For months after 
the fire, fallen trees, uprooted in loose soil, 
caused periodic highway closures, cutting off 
Skykomish residents from the closest grocery 
stores and doctors’ offices. USGS modeling 
indicates that entire swaths of the mountains 
above the Grotto community have a high 
probability of sliding; residents could be at 
risk for the next seven years or more. 

Outside Skykomish, a dirt road winds up 
a hillside into the mountains. Black stumps 
pockmark the slopes, and the wind whips dust 
in circles. Signs that this was once a popu-
lar hangout spot — charred metal cans and 
broken glass — sparkle in the sun. Fireweed 
and chartreuse ferns stubbornly shoot out of 
the ground, early markers of regeneration and 
regrowth. This is where the Bolt Creek Fire 
originated, the result of human carelessness 
and a parched forest, ready to burn. As Bishop 
and Cooper continue to grapple with how 
they can stay safe hiking in a wildfire-prone 
future, locals in the Skykomish River Valley 
warily eye the burned mountainsides above 
them and wonder what the next fire season 
will bring. “Anytime we get an east wind,” 
said Maher, the ranger district employee who 
called in the Bolt Creek Fire, “we’re on pins 
and needles.”  

Editor’s note: Photos from the day of the fire 
are courtesy of Steve Cooper and Matt Bishop.
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“If we had been 
headed down a half 
hour earlier, we 
would’ve been dead. 
If we got caught in 
these woods, there’s 
no way we would 
have been able to 
get out.”

Matt Bishop, left, and Steve Cooper on 
the burned-over trail to Baring Mountain 
during their return in May (facing). Fireweed 
blooming in burned forest this summer near 
the origin of the Bolt Creek Fire (below).  
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N THE 164 YEARS  since Oregon became 
a state, many people have tried to redraw its 
wide rectangular boundaries. Secession move-
ments punctuate its history, spearheaded by 
groups promising that by breaking away or 
creating new states, they would be making life 
better. Safer. Less infringed-upon. More free. 

So far, none have succeeded.
The latest movement, Greater Idaho, 

seeks to slice off almost everything east of the 
Cascade Mountains and add it to Idaho, unit-
ing the right-leaning portions of the Beaver 

State with its more conservative neighbor. Nearly two 
dozen people conceived the idea over pizza and soft drinks 
in a La Pine, Oregon, restaurant in 2019. 

Organizers frame Greater Idaho as a natural byprod-
uct of Oregon’s “urban/rural divide” — shorthand for how 
populous cities can sway a state’s politics. The idea is 
far-fetched: In order for eastern Oregon to become Idaho, 
Oregon’s Democratic-dominated Legislature, Idaho’s 
Republican-dominated Legislature and the divided United 
States Congress would all have to agree. Still, the campaign 
has gained attention, garnering articles in national media 
outlets; in 2021, The Atlantic called it “Modern America’s 
Most Successful Secessionist Movement.” 

But less attention has been paid to its underly-
ing motives and how they fit into the Northwest’s long 
history of racially motivated secessionism. Over time, 
Greater Idaho has slowly revealed itself to be something 

of a poisoned apple: framed as a gift to discontented rural 
people, but actually a front for far-right culture war talking 
points, including racist ones.

The movement’s website and leaders echo Trumpian 
rhetoric about “illegals” and lambast Oregon for education 
programs about Black history and public health measures 
that prioritize communities of color. During the first 
year of COVID-19 restrictions, in 2020, Mike McCarter, 
a movement leader, told a regional website that Oregon 
“protects Antifa arsonists, not normal Oregonians.” He 
added, “It prioritizes one race above another for vaccines 
and program money and in the school curriculum, and it 
prioritizes Willamette Valley” — where Portland is located 
— “above rural Oregon.” 

In 2021, Eric Ward, then-executive director of Western 
States Center, a Portland-based pro-democracy think 
tank, accused Greater Idaho of simply reviving what the 
Oregon Capital Insider described as a “white ethno-state 
dream.” The center’s advocacy arm later sponsored anti-
Greater Idaho TV ads. 

McCarter pushed back: “Calling us racist seems to be 
an attempt to associate a legitimate, grass-roots move-
ment of rural Oregonians with Hollywood’s stereotypes 
of low-class, ignorant, evil, ugly, dirty Southerners,” he 
said in a statement posted alongside photographs of Ward 
and Western States Center’s board — who are all Black — 
and the center’s staff. “(Ward’s) words mark anyone with 
a Greater Idaho sign or a Greater Idaho hat as targets for 
violent antifa members.”

THE MOVEMENT TO 
MAKE OREGON GREAT AGAIN

By Leah Sottile | Illustrations by Ben Jones

‘Greater Idaho’ would shift the Oregon-Idaho border westward.  
White nationalists are on board.

I
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Meanwhile, prominent racists were fired 
up about the idea. White nationalist leader 
Jared Taylor touted it on his podcast: “People 
who live out in the continents of rural sanity, 
they don’t want to be governed by the people 
who live on those islands of urban insan-
ity,” he said. The audio was repurposed for a 
video on the far-right social network Gab — 
where former Fox News host Tucker Carlson 
is considered a trusted media source and no 
one would get banned for posting a swastika. 
Users buzzed about Greater Idaho. 

Articles and clips on the anti-immigrant 
website VDARE also promoted it. One blog 
post said that Greater Idaho “would free 
eastern Oregonians from the anti-white, 
totalitarian leftists who rule the state.” A video 
warned that Oregon “won’t protect its resi-
dents from thugs, illegal aliens, communist 
rioters and other undesirables.”

Because Greater Idaho is unlikely to 
become a reality, “people dismiss it,” said 
Stephen Piggott, a program director with 
Western States Center. And that, he believes, 
is dangerous: “People are not connecting the 
dots,” he said. “The people who want to create 
a white homeland are backing it.”

 
WHEN OREGON WAS ADMITTED to the 
Union, its Constitution contained a clause 
banning Black people from moving there — the 
only state with such a provision. Even before its 
borders were drawn, people floated the idea of 
creating a slave-owning haven in what is now 
southern Oregon and Northern California, 
branding it the “Territory of Jackson,” after 
President Andrew Jackson. Confederate 
sympathizers considered several of the new 
state’s southernmost counties “the Dixie of 
Oregon.” Later, in the mid-20th century, the 
State of Jefferson movement emerged in the 
same area; it nixed owning slaves, but retained 
a slave owner as its namesake. Driven by people 
who felt they were over-taxed by Oregon and 
California, the movement still has supporters. 

The secessionist torch passed from gener-
ation to generation. The phrasing changed, 
but the talking points remained the same.

In 1986, after migrating from California 
to North Idaho to build a racist refuge for his 
group the Aryan Nations, white supremacist 
Richard Butler hosted his annual Aryan World 
Congress — a national gathering of neo-Nazis, 
racist skinheads and members of the Ku Klux 
Klan. They agreed that, in the not-so-distant 

future, U.S. cities would become so overrun 
by minority groups that white people would 
be forced to flee to an “Aryan homeland” they 
envisioned in Washington, Oregon, Idaho, 
Montana and Wyoming. 

Butler died in 2004. Eventually, his 
compound was fully bulldozed and his 
acolytes scattered, but his ideas remained 
and evolved. In 2011, survivalist blogger and 
New York Times best-selling novelist James 
Wesley, Rawles floated an idea called “The 
American Redoubt.” (According to the Anti-
Defamation League, some individuals add 
errant punctuation to their names to distin-
guish their first and middle names from their 
government-imposed or family names.) He 
encouraged Christians of any race who felt 
alienated by urban progressive politics to relo-
cate to the Northwest, writing: “I’m inviting 
people with the same outlook to move to the 
Redoubt states.” Recently, the Idaho Freedom 
Foundation, a right-wing political think tank, 

echoed this. “Are you a refugee from California, 
or some other liberal playground?” it asked on 
its website, welcoming those newcomers as 
“true” Idahoans.

Starting in 2015, then-Washington state 
Rep. Matt Shea, R, pushed to sever his state 
at the Cascades, rebranding the rural eastern 
half as “The State of Liberty,” which advocated 
against same-sex marriage, marijuana and 
environmental regulations. Shea distributed 
a document calling for Old Testament biblical 
law to be enacted. On its website, Liberty State 
organizers suggest that if Liberty becomes a 
reality, they would be open to merging with 
Greater Idaho. 

Within the last two years, Vincent James 
Foxx, a white nationalist associated with 
the Rise Above Movement — a group the 
Southern Poverty Law Center described as “an 
overtly racist, violent right-wing fight club”— 
relocated to Post Falls, Idaho. “A true, actual 
right-wing takeover is happening right now in 



the state of Idaho,” Foxx declared.
Greater Idaho is driven by ideas similar to 

those behind past movements: fleeing cities, 
lauding traditionalist Christian values, push-
ing a far-right political agenda. “Ultimately, I 
think in some ways, Butler’s vision is coming 
true,” said David Neiwert, an expert on 
far-right extremism and the author of The Age 
of Insurrection. 

What all these secessionist ideas have 
in common, Neiwert said, is that they are 
anti-democracy. Greater Idaho’s organizers 
“don’t really want to put up with democracy,” 
he said. “They don’t want to deal with the fact 
that if you want to have your position win in 
the political arena, you have to convince a 
bunch of people. They just want to take their 
ball and create a new playground.”

Gary Raney, former sheriff of Idaho’s Ada 
County, where Boise is located, disliked seeing 
his state “being advertised as an extremist 
haven.” In response, last year he founded 
Defend and Protect Idaho, a political action 
committee that fights political extremism. 
“Everybody’s entitled to their opinion, and I 
welcome that discourse and discussion,” he 
said. “But when people are wanting to over-
throw our government or our republic or our 
democracy … there’s nothing healthy about 
that.”

In 2023, the Idaho House of Repre-
sentatives passed a nonbinding proposal 
calling for formal talks with the Oregon 
Legislature about moving the border, though 
no such talks occurred. Raney sees Greater 
Idaho as “driving a wedge” in rural commu-
nities, using resentment over urban power to 
recruit people to more extreme causes. “The 
good people of Oregon who are doing this for 
the right reasons: Be realistic that it’s never 
going to happen, and be more influential in 
the Oregon Legislature,” Raney said. “For the 
extremists who are simply using this to divide 
and create their right-wing haven?

“Stay the hell out of Idaho,” he said. 
“Because we don’t want you.”

 
BY GREATER IDAHO  spokesman Matt 
McCaw’s telling, the movement is born out 
of opposites that run as deep as the land itself. 
“The west side of the state is urban. It’s green, 
it’s very left-leaning,” he said in an interview 
with High Country News. “The east side of the 
state is conservative, it’s rural, it’s very dry. It’s 
a different climate.

“Give me a topic, and I can tell you that 
the people in Portland feel one way about it 
and vote one way, and the people in eastern 
Oregon or rural Oregon feel one way about it 
and vote differently,” he said. “Stereotype is a 
word that maybe gets a bad rap.” 

To become Idahoans, McCaw explained, 
would mean “to have traditional values that 
focus on faith, freedom, individualism and 
tradition.” He pointed to Oregon’s liberal 
voting record on gun control, abortion and 
drug legalization. “Broadly, the people (in 
eastern Oregon) are very like-minded, just 
like broadly the people in the Portland metro 
area are very like-minded,” he said. “On these 
issues, Portland has a very distinctly different 
set of values than rural America.” 

Speaking of differences, there are big ones 
between Idaho and Oregon. In rural Oregon 
counties, minimum wage is $12.50; in Idaho, 
it’s $7.25. Marijuana is legal in Oregon; in Idaho, 
possession can be punishable with jail time. 
In Idaho, abortion is essentially illegal; earlier 
this year, Oregon Gov. Tina Kotek announced 
the state had acquired a three-year stockpile 
of mifepristone, a drug used for medical abor-
tions. While there are no detailed plans on how 
Greater Idaho would bridge these gaps, McCaw 
said that “all of these things can be worked out.”

But is he upset by the white supremacist 
support for Greater Idaho? “I think that the 
extremist thing gets overblown,” he said. “In 
any group, there are going to be extremists that 
latch on, no matter if you want them or not.” 

Nella Mae Parks, an eastern Oregonian, 
was raised in Union County, Oregon, and runs 
a farm there. She doesn’t recognize Greater 
Idaho’s portrayal of her home. “I think it’s a 
bought-and-paid-for narrative about what it 
means to be a rural American,” she said.

On the day Parks spoke to High Country 
News, she and a dozen other eastern 
Oregonians had just returned home after a 
12-hour round-trip drive to Salem, Oregon’s 
capital, in an effort to get legislators to address 
nitrate water pollution. In 2022, commission-
ers in nearby Morrow County declared a state 
of emergency after high levels of nitrate — 
which is common in fertilizer and can cause 
cancer and respiratory issues  — were found 
in domestic wells. 

Parks’ group came home unsure if they 
had accomplished anything. “The governor 
won’t meet with us on our issues, some of our 
own legislators don’t care about our issues,” 
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past secession 
movements: fleeing 
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traditionalist 
Christian values, 
pushing a far-right 
political agenda.



Parks said. “I can understand why people feel 
left behind or left out, or in other ways sort 
of alienated from the more urban centers of 
power in Oregon. I think a lot of us feel that 
way, regardless of our politics. 

“When we get blown off, that is widening 
this rural/urban divide,” she said. 

But Parks’ solution is not to leave the state; 
it’s to fix it. And in May, it seemed like the effort 
had been worth it: Kotek told eastern Oregon 
leaders that she had asked the state for $6.2 
million to address the nitrate issue. “It has 
taken a while to get here,” she admitted.

Gwen Trice, who grew up in eastern 
Oregon, is the executive director of the 
Maxville Heritage Interpretive Center, a 
museum in Joseph dedicated to the multicul-
tural histories of Oregon’s loggers. She won’t 
call Greater Idaho a movement, or even an 
idea. Instead, she calls it “a notion.” 

Trice founded the museum when she 
realized that the stories of the region’s 
Black loggers — including her father — had 
never been told. The logging industry once 
thrived in Maxville, now a ghost town. The 
Bowman-Hicks Lumber Company recruited 
skilled loggers from the South, regardless 
of race, despite laws that had long excluded 
Black people from settling in Oregon. “We’ve 
worked hard to tell, honor and even embrace 
the messy part of our history,” she said, “and 
really tell a truthful story.”

Speaking as a historian, Trice said there’s 
no difference between Greater Idaho and the 
previous, more explicitly racist movements. 
“It’s repackaged,” she said. “I don’t think that 
anything is being hidden, and it’s appealing 
to a certain group of people only.

“It’s symbolic of dominant culture saying, 
‘We know what’s better for you than you do.’” 

Pauline Braymen, an 85-year-old retired 
rancher in Harney County, called Greater Idaho 
ideological, and impractical — a way of going 
back in time. “The urban/rural divide is an 
emotionally based state of mind that distorts 
reality,” she said. “The changes and steps 
forward in our quality of life in the 20th century, 
during my lifetime, were amazing. I just see all 
of that progress and vision being destroyed.

“If I wanted to live in Idaho,” she added, 
“I would move there.”

ON A MAP OF THE NORTHWEST, 
Washington and Oregon nestle together in 
semi-rectangular sameness. Divided in part 

by the Columbia River, Washington eases its 
southern border into the curve of Oregon’s 
north, like two spoons in a drawer. But next 
door, Idaho asserts itself like an index finger 
declaring “Aha!” or a handgun aimed at the 
sky for a warning shot. 

McCaw, the Greater Idaho spokesman, 
often says that borders are imaginary lines: 
“a tool that we use to group similarly minded 
people, like-minded people, culturally similar 
people.” 

“That whole statement is absolute 
nonsense,” said former Idaho State Historian 
Keith Petersen, who wrote a book about the 
borders in question, titled Inventing Idaho: 
The Gem State’s Eccentric Shape. The Idaho-
Oregon border, he said, simply made the most 
geographical sense.

In 1857, two years before statehood, dele-
gates from across Oregon Territory gathered 
to determine the new state’s edges. They 
decided that Oregon’s border should run 
from Hells Canyon south into the belly of the 
Snake and Owyhee rivers, then drop straight 
down to the 42nd Parallel. Only one delegate 
championed the Cascade Mountains as the 
new state’s easternmost edge, fearful that 
people too far from the capital wouldn’t be 
effectively represented. 

“This grievance that ‘the population is 
over there, it’s so far to get there, we’ll never 
have power and influence,’” Petersen said, 
“hasn’t changed.”

Earlier this year, at a virtual town hall, two 
of eastern Oregon’s own instruments of power 
and influence in Salem — elected Republican 
lawmakers — grumbled that Greater Idaho 
was actually siphoning authority away from 
them, making it hard to effectively govern. 

“The Greater Idaho people keep saying 
we need to do this,” said Oregon State Sen. 
Lynn Findley, who represents people from 
the Cascades to Idaho. Greater Idaho support-
ers have proposed ballot measures across 
Oregon that would force county officials 
to hold regular discussions about joining 
Idaho. None of the measures actually call 
for moving the border. And support hasn’t 
exactly been overwhelming; the most recent 
measure, in Wallowa County, passed by just 
seven votes. Still, by spring 2023, voters in 12 
eastern Oregon counties had approved similar 
measures. “I’m no longer working on gun bills, 
abortion bills and other infrastructure bills,” 
Findley said. “It’s taken time away that I think 
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“Do you really think 
that people who 

are advocating 
for Greater Idaho 

are the most 
disenfranchised 

people in these 
communities?”
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would be better spent working on tax issues, 
and a whole plethora of other stuff.” 

“We understand the intent and we under-
stand the frustration,” agreed Rep. Mark 
Owens. “But I’m not going to apologize for 
having not given up on Oregon.” 

But by May, it seemed Findley was, 
in a way, giving up. He was one of a dozen 
Republican senators and one Independent 
who walked out of the Statehouse for several 
weeks to protest bills on abortion access, 
gender-affirming care and raising the mini-
mum age to purchase semi-automatic rifles. 

In the midst of the walkout, just before 
Memorial Day, as the rhododendrons in 
Northeast Portland erupted in magenta 
blooms, McCaw, in a blue suit and crisp white 
shirt, sat in front of a live audience at the Alberta 
Rose Theatre. He was participating in a public 
discussion hosted by Oregon Humanities, 
which facilitates statewide conversations 
“across differences of background, experience 

and belief.” The event was ostensibly about 
borders, but by the end it was clear that it was 
really about Greater Idaho. McCaw repeated his 
talking points: Eastern Oregonians and west-
ern Oregonians are fundamentally different; 
borders create tension. 

“We have a permanent political minority 
on the east side of the state,” he said. 

Beside him were two other panelists, 
who shifted uncomfortably in their seats. 
One was Alexander Baretich, who designed 
the Cascadia flag: a blue-, white- and green-
striped banner with a Douglas Fir at its center. 
The flag represents the larger Cascades and 
Columbia River Basin bioregion, “a living 
space — a life space,” he explained. “Once 
you get into that consciousness that you are 
interconnected with everything around you 
… those political borders dissolve.” 

It’s the antithesis of Greater Idaho: 
Cascadia unites, Greater Idaho divides. “That 
flag is to create that consciousness that we are 

one with the planet,” Baretich said. McCaw 
furrowed his brow. 

The moderator, Adam Davis, interjected: 
“I actually get viscerally uncomfortable 
… when I hear, ‘There’s people on the east 
side are one way, people on the west side 
are another way.’” Tension, he said, is diffi-
cult, but crucial. “That tension holds what 
our democracy, if it’s going to be an inclusive 
democracy, kind of requires.”

McCaw said eastern Oregonians, in 
2020, didn’t feel like Oregon was being inclu-
sive when it issued statewide indoor mask 
mandates. It “super-charged our movement,” 
he said. “The people on the east side of the 
state did not want those restrictions.”

“I’m just going to straight-up disagree,” 
said the other panelist, Carina Miller, a 
member of the Confederated Tribes of Warm 
Springs and chair of the Columbia River Gorge 
Commission. Miller lives east of the Cascades 
on the Warm Springs Reservation, which 
McCaw told High Country News would be 
excluded from Greater Idaho, along with the 
city of Bend, because of their liberal politics. 

Throughout the night, Miller repeated 
one phrase — “societal gaslighting.” She 
described growing up Indigenous in Oregon, 
where she received an education that normal-
ized racist policies toward tribes, and where 
a boarding school built to assimilate Native 
youth still operates. 

“To form a movement because other 
people aren’t feeling like they have a voice in the 
state, while completely disregarding this reality 
and how effective it’s been towards Indigenous 
people? That is the gaslighting part,” she said. 
Miller asked McCaw a question: “Do you really 
think that people who are advocating for 
Greater Idaho are the most disenfranchised 
people in these communities?”

People clapped before McCaw could 
respond. 

“A strong majority of people in eastern 
Oregon do want this to move forward,” he 
said. 

“But is the answer yes or no?” Miller 
pressed. “Are they the most disenfranchised?” 

“I have no idea,” McCaw said. 
Miller got the last word: She encouraged 

people to “hold onto each other and work it 
out.” The room erupted in applause. 

McCaw didn’t join in. Instead, he sat 
perfectly still, his hands clasped tightly in 
his lap.   
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Season 6: Mending the Hoop

There’s big news coming out of 
Indigenous America, from protests at 
Standing Rock to the return of wild 
bison to Ancestral lands.  Often the 
conversation comes back to a bitter
history history – the Plains Indian Wars. Hear 
the story from the point of view of the 
Plains tribes themselves.  Discover how 
raw that story still is, and yet how 
communities are coming together to 
heal it.

Produced in partnership with the Produced in partnership with the 
Wyoming Humanities Council.

LISTEN:
www.themodernwest.org/mendingthehoop

A Service of THE UNIVERSITY OF WYOMING

WYOMING PUBLIC MEDIA

Visit  
SBA.gov/START

Looking to take your small business to the next level?  
SBA can show you how, with free resources, advice, great 
marketing solutions, and more.   

START. 
MANAGE. 
GROW.
SBA can help your  
small business.
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nhlbi.nih.gov/breathebetter

Even with asthma,  
you can give it your all.

If you have asthma, you can take steps to manage it and lead a full and active life.

An asthma action plan can help you understand your medications, figure out your 
asthma triggers, track your symptoms, and know when to seek medical care.

Talk to a healthcare provider about 
making an asthma action plan.
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EMPLOYMENT & EDUCATION

Development Director, Bears Ears 
Partnership — Responsibilities in-
clude grant writing, soliciting major 
gifts, management of our general 
donor program and fees for service 
efforts. To apply, visit https://
bearsearspartnership.org/about-
us/employment-opportunities.

Legal Director — Trustees for Alaska 
is the only nonprofit environmen-
tal law firm founded and based in 
Alaska. We are seeking a Legal  
Director, full-time, based in An-
chorage. For more position details 
and information to apply, please 
go to our website. https://trustees.
org/trustees-employment/.

Chief Executive Officer — Remote Ex-
empt position for Buffalo Nations 
Grasslands Alliance is responsible 
for the planning and organization 
of Buffalo Nations Grasslands 

Alliance’s day-to-day operations. 
https://www.bngalliance.org/
chief-executive-officerinfo@
BNGAlliance.org.

GARDEN & OUTDOOR

Western Native Seed —  Native plant 
seeds for the Western U.S. Trees, 
shrubs, grasses, wildflowers and 
regional mixes.  Call or email for 
free price list. 719-942-3935. info@
westernnativeseed.com or visit us 
at www.westernnativeseed.com.

MERCHANDISE

LUNATEC Hydration Spray Bottle —  A 
must for campers and outdoor 
enthusiasts. Cools, cleans and 
hydrates with mist, stream and 
shower patterns. Hundreds of 
uses. www.lunatecgear.com/
category/gear/.

LUNATEC Odor-free Dishcloths —  are 
a must try. They stay odor-free, dry 
fast, are durable and don’t require 
machine washing. Try today. www.
lunatecgear.com.

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

Attorney Ad —  Criminal defense, 
code enforcement, water rights, 
mental health defense, resentenc-
ing. 530-918-6009.  
https://allisonmargolin.com.

Environmental Services  — We char-
acterize contaminated sites, identi-
fy buried drums, tanks, debris and 
also locate groundwater. 208-501-
9984. www.ecageophysics.com.

PUBLICATIONS & BOOKS

Weekly Newspaper for Sale  —  Vi-
brant, financially successful 1,100 
print run, community-focused 
subscription newspaper in beauti-
ful Pacific Northwest Washington 
seeks owner/s. It is time to retire. 
Now, your Norman Rockwell-like 
existence. Honest. 360-202-4660. 
editor@laconnernews.com. https://
www.laconnerweeklynews.com/.

REAL ESTATE FOR RENT & SALE
  

20/40 acres in Arizona wine country 
Chiricahua riparian ecosystem: 
5,100-foot elevation; 18+ inches 
of rain/year; quarter-mile creek 
through property. The Chiricahuas 
have been called the most biolog-
ically diverse place in the country. 
520-237-5163. $10,000 per acre.

Live the dream with this great 
opportunity! —  Almost completed 
seven-barrel craft brewery and 
wood-fired pizza kitchen outside 
Taos, N.M., for sale, lease, or lease 

with an option to buy.  Managing 
partner had to leave the business 
for health reasons. Real estate 
includes 24x60 workshop and two 
occupied rental casitas on three 
acres with well and septic on a 
ridge between the airport and Taos 
Ski Valley.  Property is approved for 
one additional structure.  Asking 
price includes all equipment. taos
microbrew@gmail.com.

Nautilus Legacy Forest and home for 
sale  —  The Nautilus Legacy Forest 
is a beautiful historic property 
that lies among just over 30 acres. 
Uniquely stunning nautilus-shaped 
berm home is surrounded by 
abundant wildlife and enchanting 
woods; some trees are over 100 
years old. Lots of added value in 
the additional shop and green-
house that has heat and power. 
Year-round panoramic views of 
the mountains across the six-acre 
working pasture. Enjoy the endless 
private trails with a stream and 
pond, as well as the established or-
chard that was started as far back 
as 1979. Several opportunities for a 
home in a parklike setting, or cre-
ate an educational center to teach 
about the native plants and trees 
that help reduce carbon dioxide 
and everything else this beautiful 
nature preserve offers. 360-389-
1807. sarahscobeere@gmail.com.

Coming to Tucson?  —  Popular 
vacation house, everything fur-
nished. Two bedroom, one bath, 
large enclosed yards. Dog-friendly. 
Contact Lee at cloler@cox.net or 
520-791-9246.

TOURS & TRAVEL

Canyonlands Field Institute  — Field 
seminars for adults in the natural 
and human history of the Colorado 
Plateau, with lodge and base camp 
options. Small groups, guest ex-
perts. 435-259-7750. cfimoab.org.

Connecting the West’s Wild Strongholds

www.vitalground.org “Great Bear” by Monte Dolack

Western Leaders Network
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Inspiring a new generation of  
pro-conservation local, tribal  

and state elected officials.

Support us with a tax-deductible contribution
 WesternLeaders.org • A non profit 501c3

nhlbi.nih.gov/breathebetter

Even with asthma,  
you can give it your all.

If you have asthma, you can take steps to manage it and lead a full and active life.

An asthma action plan can help you understand your medications, figure out your 
asthma triggers, track your symptoms, and know when to seek medical care.

Talk to a healthcare provider about 
making an asthma action plan.



SOME YEARS AGO,  when I was an aid 
worker, I lived in Uganda, a landlocked 
country in East Africa. On paper, the nation 
was decidedly poor, with an average annual 
income of only $884 per person. But it showed 
surprising generosity towards people in need, 
including people who were not technically its 
own. Refugees not only enjoyed the right to 
work, they received free plots of land to live on 
and farm. During my first month there, I met 
a Rwandan refugee. We stood on her small 
farm in the shadow of the Kiyebe Mountains, 
surrounded by rows of onions, corn, heads of 
cabbage. Her life had been shattered by the 
1994 genocide, but Uganda gave her a chance 
to rebuild from the wreckage.

Maybe it should come as no surprise 

that a small sub-Saharan nation treats its 
migrants better than America — though it 
wasn’t always that way, and certainly, it’s not 
that way across the United States. California, 
for example, recently became the first state 
to make Medicaid available to all low-in-
come residents, regardless of immigration 
status. Colorado, the state I now call home, 
has passed multiple bills restricting its agen-
cies, including police, from cooperating with 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE). As an immigrant thrice over — from 
India to Canada as a child, Canada to Uganda 
as an adult, and Uganda to America as a 
slightly older adult — the passing of those bills 
represented times when I felt proud to call 
Denver my home. But times have changed. 

Over 6,000 people from Central and 
South America arrived in Denver between 
December 2022 and April 2023. Many were 
fleeing economic crises, and Denver’s reputa-
tion as a “sanctuary city” seems to have drawn 
them here. Initially, Denver lived up to that 
reputation, converting recreation centers to 
emergency overnight shelters and provid-
ing its new arrivals with winter clothes and 
meals. But in April, the city announced that 
it would stop providing emergency shelter to 
undocumented people, thereby excluding a 
staggering 25% to 50% of newcomers.

Most likely, this decision was in antici-
pation of Title 42’s expiration. Widely hailed 
as inhumane by human rights activists, 
the Trump-era policy allowed immigration 
authorities to turn people back without even 
giving them a chance to apply for asylum. Its 
expiration was expected to (and did) lead to a 
spike in the number of migrants, though the 
numbers have since leveled off. What hasn’t 
changed, though, is that many migrants still 
enter without encountering the Department 
of Homeland Security — that is, without even 
trying to apply for asylum. Their choice makes 
sense: The horrific conditions in detention 
centers have been well-publicized, as have the 
hardships and violence faced by asylum seek-
ers forced to wait in Mexico for their application 
to be heard. Being documented with an arrival 
record or an “alien number” brings its own host 
of fears, including that authorities aware of an 
immigrant’s presence can deport them for the 
slightest infringement. 

When I moved to the U.S. on a work visa 
in 2016, I lived in fear of anything that might 
violate my standing as a “good immigrant”: a 
speeding ticket, an overdue bill, losing my job. 
The thought of not having my visa renewed 
and being forced to leave the country I now 
thought of as home was not terrifying: the idea 
of returning to Canada did not fill me with 
dread. But it was still sad. And so, the fear 
lived on in the back of my mind, simmering 
like a pot on low heat.

Now, instead of helping those fleeing 
situations of real terror — usually created by 
decades of exploitative U.S. foreign policy — 
Denver seems to be closing ranks, refusing to 
share its abundant resources with people it 
doesn’t consider its own. It does this even as 
it fails many of its long-term residents, espe-
cially those who are unhoused. 

Well before the migrants sought 
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sanctuary, tent cities surrounded Denver’s 
Capitol building, making a mockery of a 
government that claims to care for its people. 
It was a sight that shocked me when I first 
moved here. In East Africa, even the poorest 
had networks of family or friends to call on, 
sleeping in sheds or squeezing into already 
crowded bedrooms. Poverty existed there on 
a greater scale than America, but it lacked 
the isolation and stigma that accompanies 
poverty here. All of that to say: I had not seen 
people sleeping on the street in years. 

Now, Denver’s refusal to shelter undocu-
mented migrants not only risks pushing more 
people into homelessness, it increases the 
competition for services among those already 
unhoused. Richard Molina, a peer navigator 
at St. Francis Center, a daytime shelter, said 
the city’s decision leaves new arrivals with 
few options. Though individual migrants 
may find housing at an emergency overnight 
shelter, it’s harder for families with children. 

“It makes it a very difficult situation to tell a 
family, look them in the face and say sorry, I 
don’t know where to put you,” he said. “I don’t 
know where you’re going to sleep tonight.” 

Given all we know about migrants’ tortur-
ous journeys, Denver’s failure to offer them 
that most fundamental of human rights — the 
right to shelter — is simply inhumane. Though 
the city insists that its resources have been 
stretched to a breaking point, with $17.8 million 
spent by early June — federal funding is only 
available for documented migrants — this, too, 
appears absurd considering Denver’s wealth. 

Last year, Bloomberg reported that Denver 
was “a magnet for the affluent” with “one of the 
hottest luxury housing markets in the coun-
try.” In 2023, the city budget was $1.66 billion, 
with the largest tranche — $611 million, or 
36% — designated for “public safety,” mostly 
funding for police forces. Given the mixed 
outcomes of expanding police presence, it’s 
hard not to wonder why more of this money 

isn’t spent on services that offer a greater — 
and clearer — public good: housing people 
who lack homes of their own, for example. If 
we want to keep our streets “crime free,” then 
giving people options other than sleeping on 
those streets is the minimum we could do.   
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Migrants at a makeshift shelter in Denver, Colorado, 
this January. In April, the city of Denver announced 
that it would stop providing emergency shelter to 
undocumented people (facing). Hyoung Chang / 
The Denver Post via Getty Images

Victoria Oropeza leans on her father, William, as 
the two migrants from Venezuela wait in line for 
food from a food truck at a migrant processing 
center this spring in Denver, Colorado. The two, 
along with her mother and brother, traveled for 
seven months to get to Denver and planned to 
continue to New York City (below). Helen H. 
Richardson / The Denver Post via Getty Images



I CAN’T REMEMBER WHEN  I first learned 
about it; it was just something in the collec-
tive of our family history, something in the 
air the Nakadas breathed. There were books 
with photos on the living room bookshelf, 
and Dad spoke casually about life in “camp.” 
Whenever his sisters and brothers were around, 
if there were questions about when something 
occurred, it was either before or after camp, 
this bookmark in their lives of the war and of 
removal. I bore witness directly from the gener-
ation who lived the experience of incarceration. 
But now, a generation later, I wondered how my 
kids would learn about this scar that marked 
our family and our country’s past.  

Last October, I heard about a new display 
at the Japanese American National Museum 
in Los Angeles: “The Ireichō: A Sacred Book 
of Names.” In a moving ceremony in late 
September, to the pulse of taiko drumming 
and Indigenous voices, the museum formally 
received and installed this huge and beauti-
ful hand-sewn book, which contains the first 
comprehensive list of the more than 125,000 
people of Japanese ancestry who were incar-
cerated in the U.S. during World War II. For 
the first time, their names were all gathered 
on paper. Anyone can visit this sacred book, 
but the descendants of the formerly incarcer-
ated were invited to honor them by stamping 
their names and recognizing them. I made an 
appointment to do so. 

On a winter afternoon, my two kids, my 
husband, and I carved our way through LA 
traffic to the museum. I wished my dad was 
healthy enough to travel to see this. He was 
the last surviving member of the family, and 

we were visiting the day before his 92nd birth-
day. But even though his parents and brothers 
and sisters have all passed over, we could still 
honor them and honor him.

We arrived early for our appointment to 
stamp the Ireichō. So we visited the exhibits. 
We stood in dilapidated barracks that had 
been disassembled in the Wyoming desert and 
brought here to Los Angeles. I was surprised 
it wasn’t a barracks from Manzanar, the camp 
at the base of the Sierra where so many from 
Los Angeles were incarcerated. It was quiet as 
we took in the spaces, the weathered wood, 
the emptiness. We stared at black-and-white 
photographs of children and families, at base-
ball gloves and broken toys, at the instructions 
to all persons of Japanese ancestry required 
to report. My 10-year-old asked, “If this 
happened today, would we be ... ?” 

I nodded. “Anyone who had 1/16 Japanese 
ancestry was removed.” 

We listened to old recordings of the house 
committee hearing on reparations. When a 
Black representative spoke of his impassioned 
solidarity with his Asian brothers and sisters, 
my 7-year-old noted, “He’s on our side.” 

And then we waited to stamp the Ireichō. 
I had submitted Dad’s name when I made my 
reservation, but the museum historians had 
located the other Nakadas. In all, there were 
nine: my grandparents, six of my uncles and 
aunties, and Dad. Dad’s four other brothers 
were in the military, serving in the 442nd or 
in special services. They weren’t in Wyoming, 
unless they were on leave and were able to 
visit their relatives at Heart Mountain. Later, 
they helped move the family to the Gila River 

War Relocation Center in Arizona.
The docent helped us practice stamping 

so that we wouldn’t soil the sacred book. The 
kids worked to find the right pressure, not 
wanting to mess up the small dot of a stamp.

ONCE WE WERE READY,  we walked from 
the resource center to the small exhibit space. 
We gazed up at glass jars holding soil gathered 
from every site where our ancestors were held. 
Some of the 75 cite names were familiar, the 
eight War Relocation Cites: Heart Mountain 
(Wyoming), Jerome (Arkansas), Manzanar 
and Tule Lake (California), Poston and Gila 
River (Arizona), Minidoka (Idaho) and Topaz 
(Utah). But other names were new to me: 
Greenbrier (West Virginia), Haiku Camp 
(Hawaii), Leupp (Arizona), Nyssa (Oregon). 
And others were a surprise: Griffith Park 
(California), Moab (Utah), Portland (Oregon). 

The jars of soil took me to another honor-
ing, another museum erected to honor the 
lives of so many lost to injustice. I have not yet 
visited the National Memorial for Peace and 
Justice in Montgomery, Alabama, to honor 
those lost to the violence of lynching in the 
American South. I have not peered up at the 
800 slabs of steel, one for each county, etched 
with the names of those lost to racial terror. 
Nor have I stood inside the Legacy Museum 
beside jars of soil from known lynching sites, 
each glass vessel marked with the names of 
known victims. But now I reminded myself 
that it was important for me to visit these 
places, to honor their names and lives, to 
console their spirits, and to fight for repara-
tions for their descendants. 

The docent tells us about the sacred book, 
its many pages, its organization by birth year, 
and the ceramic plates made from the soil of 
the different sites that are embedded inside 
the book. We don’t touch the book or its pages. 
We stare and scan the thousands of names as 
the docent flips through the pages. 

When we are ready to stamp, we start with 
the eldest, my grandfather, Ginzo Nakada. We 
each stamp his name, just one on a page of so 
many. Four small stamped circles hover above 
his name. Then it is Kagi Nakada, my grand-
mother, and we stamp her name with our four 
dots, just one more name on another page of 
so many. Next is Yoshio, their oldest son. Four 
stamped circles. Then there is Minoru, who 
left camp, enlisting as soon as the government 
allowed it. Four stamps. James left as well, 
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finding a sponsor who enabled him to study 
in Illinois. Four more stamps. Then there is 
Grace, Dad’s older sister, and then there is 
Dad, the only one whose spirit is still here, 
amongst the living. I stamp his name and 
honor him. His son-in-law and grandchildren 
stamp the Ireichō and console his spirit. Four 
more stamped circles. Finally, it is Dad’s two 
younger siblings, Hannah and Stephen.

When we are done, we stand beside the 

Ireichō for a photograph. We breathe in the 
presence of our family’s names and the pres-
ence of all the others. The 7-year-old struggles 
in the gravity of the moment, but even that 
feels like a kind of honoring. As we stand with 
the ancestors to honor and console them, my 
children learn directly from those who lived 
this experience. We honor our familial and 
historic past, and, in honoring them, we both 
heal and repair.   

The Ireichō will be housed at the Japanese 
American National Museum in Los Angeles 
until December. An online version of the list of 
names can be found at ireizo.com.
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ONE AFTERNOON,  when she was around 
12 years old, Antoinette rode a tractor through 
the town of Aromas, California. 

Her father had told her not to use the 
vehicle. Men drove tractors; women carried 
out other farming tasks. That day, however, 
Antoinette ignored the social rules. Her older 
sister, Veronica, sometimes goaded her into 
mischief; the two had previously swiped the 
keys to a Jeep for a quick drive during a quiet 
moment in the fields. As Antoinette lurched 
over berry plots and dusty roads, she delivered 
a pageant wave from her seat, declaring herself, 
at least for that moment, the Tractor Princess. 

Antoinette is one of thousands of chil-
dren of the “manong generation” (manong 
means “older brother” in Tagalog/Ilokano), 
Filipino migrants who came to the Western 
Seaboard and Hawai’i to labor in plantations, 
canneries and service jobs in the early 20th 
century. When the United States colonized 
the Philippines in 1898, the U.S. government 
recruited Filipino farmers to come do the work 
previously done by Chinese and Japanese 
migrants. Discriminatory policies that choked 
off Chinese and Japanese migration left open 
thousands of agricultural jobs ready to be filled 
by “U.S. nationals,” the euphemism for the 
nation’s new colonial subjects. As U.S. nation-
als, Filipino farmworkers occupied a liminal 
legal position that simultaneously allowed 
them to labor in the U.S. while denying them 
access to the basic rights of citizens. Roughly 
100,000 Filipino men — and within this figure, 

a lesser number of Filipina women — estab-
lished families, sprawling kin networks and 
enclaves along the West Coast. 

The Pajaro Valley was one of those places. 
Located on California’s Central Coast, south-
east of Santa Cruz, the valley is one of the 
state’s most productive agricultural regions. 
First home to the Ohlone people, the region 
saw massive land transformation under 
successive waves of Spanish, Mexican and 
U.S. incursion. A fertile plain with foothills 
rising to its east, the valley greets mists from 
Monterey Bay. It has produced cattle, grain, 
orchards, and tuber and root crops for over 
two centuries. Filipinos began arriving in the 
1910s and settled in towns like Watsonville, 
Las Lomas, Moss Landing and Aromas.

In some respects, the history of the 
manong has been carefully documented. 
The late historian Dawn Bohulano Mabalon 
wrote an exceptional book on the manong of 
Stockton, California, titled Little Manila is 
in the Heart (2013), while Rick Baldoz’s The 
Third Asiatic Invasion (2011) offers a sobering 
look at the harsh legal conditions under which 
the manong labored and loved. In Becoming 
Mexipino (2012), Rudy Guevarra documented 
the stories of manong, their Mexican wives 
and their “Mexipino” children in San Diego. 
There are also novels, theater productions and 
other scholarly works on the topic.

Yet we know far less of children like 
Antoinette, members of what’s been called the 
“bridge generation.” They are the U.S.-born 

second-generation immigrants who connect 
the two major migration waves from the 
Philippines — the manong were the first, while 
the second encompasses the predominantly 
middle-class emigres who arrived after the 
passage of the U.S. Immigration Act of 1965. 
Unlike the Philippine-born farmworkers who 
preceded them and the professionals who 
followed, the bridge generation had to negotiate 
the complexity of their Philippine and U.S. iden-
tities between two major historical bookends.

IN FEBRUARY OF 2020,  longtime Filipino 
community leader Dioscoro “Roy” Recio Jr., a 
member of the bridge generation, mounted an 
exhibit at the Watsonville Public Library enti-
tled “Watsonville is in the Heart.” He wanted 
to celebrate local manong history, inspired 
by the work of Dawn Mabalon as well as by 
America is in the Heart, a 1943 novel by author 
Carlos Bulosan that is considered a classic in 
the Asian American canon. Rolling COVID-19 
closures, however, abruptly ended the exhibit. 
Undeterred, Recio reached out to faculty 
and graduate students at the University of 
California, Santa Cruz (UCSC) to jump-start 
an even more ambitious project. 

Launched at the end of 2020 and formal-
ized in 2021, the university’s version of 
“Watsonville is in the Heart” is a campus-com-
munity research initiative, which I co-lead, that 
seeks to preserve the history of the manong of 
the Pajaro Valley. Since 2021, a team of inter-
viewers and digital archivists has conducted 

50      HIGH COUNTRY NEWS  

The Tractor 
Princess 
Memories from California’s  
Pajaro Valley. 

BY KATHLEEN GUTIERREZ

ESSAY



AUGUST 2023     51

44 oral history interviews with 44 narrators 
and accessioned 1,140 cultural objects, images 
and documents to create the first digital archive 
that chronicles the community. 

I first learned about this local history 
within the wider arc of Asian American stud-
ies and Filipino diaspora studies during my 
own early career as a professor at UCSC. My 
uncle by marriage had labored in the nearby 
fields of Salinas. I can still hear him describ-
ing his ambivalence about the Delano grape 
strike, his accent carrying intonations from 
the island of Bohol and Monterey Bay. 

Sadly, the manong themselves have long 
passed. But members of the bridge genera-
tion have entrusted our research team with 
their memories, and we have been honored to 
hear their childhood tales of labor and leisure, 
suffering and jubilee. Their stories create a 
compelling archive, offering new angles from 
which to understand the social complexities 
of the Filipino diaspora and of agrarian life.

MANY CHILDREN OF the manong worked 
in agricultural fields. This included the 
daughters, who began laboring as kids, some-
times as young as 3. 

At age 60, Antoinette DeOcampo-
Lechtenberg spoke to our team during an oral 
history interview that included a field tour of 
Aromas and adjacent towns. Her first job was 
folding produce boxes, for which she received 
about 3 cents a box. “The work had been fun,” 
she told us. Until she grew up, and “it got a 
little less fun.” 

The fields greeted her at the end of every 
school day. Like other girls, she picked the 
long stems of strawberry plants, filling burlap 
sacks with dusty hands. As their parents 
bent over rows of growing strawberries, their 
children worked and scampered around, 
sometimes nibbling plump fruit freshly 
sprayed with pesticides. 

During summer, when school was out, 
Antoinette rose with the sun to pick green 
beans, tomatoes and cucumbers. When she got 
older, she obtained a permit to work on other 
farms. During the warm months, she picked 
raspberries; during the fall, windfall apples.

It wasn’t just piecemeal work, but entire 
morning shifts. “If you got to be the lucky one,” 
she remembered, you would “make that pot of 
rice at night” before others came in, a task that 
offered momentary reprieve from the fields. 

Veronica, her sister, recalled hoeing the 

soil. “I remember at 4 years old, looking at the 
sky because it seemed endless. You’re hoeing, 
the rows are endless, the sky was endless.” As 
she got older, she cut stalks of dill and pick-
led cucumbers, cut apricots at nearby plots, 
then packed broccoli and apples, tossing five-
pound bags of produce onto conveyor belts. 

Other young women’s recollections 
include social dances and parades that rein-
forced traditional gender norms. Queens 
and princesses were crowned in Philippine 
fashion, waving flags and celebrating a kind 
of Filipina American womanhood of the time. 
Women’s clubs welcomed both Filipinas and 
non-Filipinas, and their role as cultural arbi-
ters was no less significant in the Pajaro Valley. 

Several other young women saw their work 
in agricultural fields as an ever-present reality 
that also reinforced gendered expectations. The 
seemingly small tasks of picking small fallen 
fruits fell to girls. Teenage girls were able to 
lay irrigation pipes, some remembered. When 
older, they joined their mothers at canneries 
and packing plants that sealed produce for stor-
age, shipment and long, long lives on shelves. 

This made Antoinette’s afternoon defi-
ance all the more unusual: her boredom with 
the day’s tasks, her curiosity and her determi-
nation to ride the tractor — a technological 
symbol of rugged male work. Some parents 
saw tractors as much too dangerous for kids; 
one child was killed in an  accident, crushed by 
heavy wheels. Antoinette and Veronica could 
pose with the vehicle, as they did for some 
family photos, but their labor stayed close to 
the ground, off the grumbling machine. 

Our public memory often traffics in hero-
ism, honor or grief. Many associate these and 
their attendant emotions with the manong. 
Through what other lattice of emotion might 
we remember the hard-working girls of the 
bridge generation? With their help, I hope we 
can build the monuments in their honor that 
they deserve.  

A Filipino Fourth of July float (facing).  
Collection of Joan Ellen Rodriguez  
Mariano Fallorina Sr. and his son, Daniel “Dan” 
Fallorina, picking strawberries at the Reiter Berry 
Farm (top). Manong “Gasat,” Daniel “Dan,” Mariano 
Jr., and Mariano Sr. eat lunch in the back of a truck 
in the fields (middle). Collection of Dan Fallorina  
Paul “Skippy” Tabalan DeOcampo and his children, 
Antoinette Yvonne DeOcampo-Lechtenberg, Veronica 
Hernandez and Paul Jr., sit on a tractor at the 
DeOcampo farm (bottom). Collection of Antoinette 
DeOcampo Lechtenberg and Veronica Hernandez
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Subsistence abundance
Late-summer salmon fishing is about more than just food. 

BY LAURELI IVANOFF

Drake Charles and Jeffrey Charles Jr. 
(both Yup’ik) catch fish along the banks 

of the Baird Inlet in Mertarvik, Alaska. 
Katie Basile



ONE LATE-SUMMER DAY , a day so hot 
the mosquitoes weren’t flying, my brother 
and his wife and I traveled nine miles up the 
Unalakleet River to seine for humpies, or pink 
salmon. We laughed and hollered while pull-
ing the net to a flat, wide bar made of perfect 
skipping and throwing stones at the inside of 
a meander. Hundreds of humpies danced in 
the shallow, cold river, their flapping tails and 
heads splashing us, the sound of gallons of 
muscle and slime slapping against the water 
filling the air. 

“Holllly cooow!” I can hear my brother 
Fred Jay saying. 

His wife, Yanni, and I stood in the ankle-
deep water and pulled all the fish we could 
onto shore, grabbing them by the gills to 
throw them into our gray plastic fishing tubs. 
Tubs big enough to hold hundreds of fish, but 
just wide and deep enough for one person to 
carry empty, two people to carry full. Fred Jay, 
on the beach, started throwing some back. 

“What are you doing?” I asked.
“There’s too many!” he called, laughing. 
Yanni and I ignored what he was doing 

and grabbed all the fish we could, to cut, to 
dry, to eat throughout the year, dipped in seal 
oil sprinkled with salt. Our family’s staple 
food. Our family’s bread and butter.

MERRIAM WEBSTER’S online dictionary 
has two definitions of subsistence: 

a: the minimum (as of food and shelter) 
necessary to support life

b: a source or means of obtaining the 
necessities of life

The Inuit way of life — I am Inuit — is 
often described as a subsistence way of life. 
Depending on your definition of the word, 
we’re either just getting by, harvesting for food 
and shelter what we need to keep our physical 
bodies alive and moving, or we’re living in a 
way that allows us to obtain the necessities. 
Which, I would argue, along with food, water, 
shelter and clothing, include community and 
belonging. The lifestyle nurtures a connection 
with the Earth and a soul-level respect and 
gratefulness for Her providence. Our lifestyle 
gives wellness. 

AT THE EDGE of the water, still at the beach, 
we stood at our family cutting table, made 
of two-by-fours and plywood covered with 
a burlap sack, stained dark brown from the 
season’s fish blood. Yanni and I started cutting 

the fish, one by one, the slime making them 
slippery as we grasped their backs to keep their 
bodies steady. We sliced into their bellies and 
down their backs, carving two fillets attached 
at the tail, then made tirraqs, or angled slices, 
up each fillet to help the meat dry. Fred Jay 
got to making five temporary drying racks out 
of poles from cottonwood trees he cut down 
on the riverbank. The racks would allow the 
fish to drip and begin to dry before we brought 
them home. When he finished, he came to the 
cutting table with an ulu. 

After a few hours of slicing, my lower 
back ached and my right hand was tired from 
gripping my ulu. Seeing 150 fish waving in the 
wind and knowing we still had 100 more to 
cut, we were relieved to see a boat approach. It 
was our brother-in-law, Karl, arriving to hang 
out and help. 

“You guys must be hungry,” he said, look-
ing at the fish already on the racks and the fish 
still in the tubs. “I’ll make you dinner.” Karl got 
busy at the fire, cooking the Costco burgers 
he’d brought. As soon as they were done, we ate 
them, enjoying the momentary rest, enjoying 
the sunlight drying our hands and the bits of 
slime on our T-shirts, and enjoying the company. 

Then all four of us grabbed our ulus and 
continued cutting, late into the night. 

THE DAY BEFORE  I was born, my mom was 
waiting in Anchorage with a swollen belly, 
missing my brother, who was 4 years old and 
had stayed behind in Unalakleet with my 
dad. On that day, Oct. 10, 1978, an Alaska stat-
ute prioritizing subsistence use of fish and 
wildlife over “other uses of any harvestable 
surplus of a fish or game population” went 
into effect. Gov. Jay Hammond, whom Fred 
Jay is named after, had signed the subsistence 
bill into law three months earlier. 

Later, when I was 2, Jimmy Carter signed 
the federal Alaska National Interest Lands 
Conservation Act on my sister’s 9th birthday. 
It included language that gave subsistence 
harvesting of the salmon spawning in Alaska’s 
rivers and the moose, caribou and other game 
roaming Alaska’s lands priority over commer-
cial or sport fishing and hunting. 

AFTER A FULL DAY  of cutting fish, Fred Jay 
drove us home, our tubs now filled with semi-
dried fillets that we’d hang on the fish rack 
outside of his house. Every time we drive home, 
whether it’s after harvesting ugruk, cutting fish, 

or moose hunting, the lightness of being hits 
me. I feel it in my belly first. Soft. From there 
it branches out and touches every part of my 
body until each cell seems to shine with joy. 
From honest work. From thankfulness for each 
person in the boat. And from gratitude for the 
waters that have given for generations. 

JUST 90 MILES EAST  of us is the commu-
nity of Kaltag. My friend Erica lives there. 
A few years ago, I would travel there every 
March as a reporter, to interview Iditarod 
dog mushers. While bundled up and waiting 
for the mushers to arrive, I’d stand around 
with Erica and some of her family members. 
During one visit, one of her relatives ran 
home and returned to the dog lot with a jar 
of Yukon River smoked king salmon strips. 
He handed it to me. And I felt that lightness 
of being. Knowing how much his family 
worked to make this tidy jar. Knowing that 
Yukon salmon were richer than our salmon 
on the Unalakleet, because of how big and 
long that river is and how far those fish had 
to travel upriver to spawn. Knowing that if 
humpies were our bread and butter, smoked 
king salmon was better than even wagyu beef, 
the best you can get. 

This year, as we’re putting salmon away, 
I’ve thought about Erica’s family. In 2021, 2022 
and again this year, subsistence salmon fish-
ing was closed on the Yukon River due to low 
returns. People living along the river are left 
standing at the banks and cannot keep a single 
king, chum or coho salmon.  

Yet millions of salmon are harvested in 
the ocean, before they return to our rivers. 
In 2021 and 2022, 24,238 king salmon and 
795,967 chum were caught as bycatch in 
Alaska’s federal ocean waters, meaning they 
ended up in nets intended for other species of 
fish, primarily in the commercial pollock fish-
ery. In those same years, the state of Alaska’s 
Area M commercial fishery, which intercepts 
salmon bound for the Arctic, Yukon and 
Kuskokwim rivers, harvested 394.5 million 
salmon. 

Commercial salmon overharvest in federal 
and state fisheries is cultural genocide masked 
as management, yet it’s my friend Erica who 
would be prosecuted if she harvests just one 
king, chum or coho salmon for her family. 
In breaking away from the spirit of state and 
federal laws, fisheries managers are taking 
away so much more than food.     
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CALIFORNIA

Orcas are in the news these days, 
with some attacking yachts off the 
coast of Spain. But Western orcas 
have also been busy, with one 
pod bringing bucket-list-brand 
delight to whale-watchers in the 
Pacific. The lucky folks aboard a 
Monterey Bay Whale Watch tour 
encountered 30 orcas who were 
apparently working off the calo-
ries following a lavish sea lion 
buffet. “It was pure energy and 
celebration,” Morgan Quimby of 
Monterey Bay Whale Watch told 
KTVU. Drone footage showed 
whales leaping into the air, spray-
ing water from their blowholes 
and playfully high-fiving the 
sea with their tails. And SFGate 
reported another large gathering 
— 24 orcas, spotted by the Oceanic 
Society near the Farallon Islands. 
So far, anyhow, California’s orcas, 
unlike their Atlantic cousins, 
don’t appear to be organizing 
any boat-bashing badassery. 
Responses to the Atlantic orcas’ 
shenanigans are circulating 
on social media, with many 
observers cheering them on. As  
@DrBlackDeer posted: “The 
excitement y’all feel about the 
whales here lately is the same 
excitement we feel as Natives 
when buffalo start tossing tour-
ists, like welcome to the Land Back 
movement.” 

WYOMING

Large groups of whales are 
wonderfully photogenic; gigan-
tic hordes of crickets, now, 
are something else entirely. 
Cowboy State Daily reports that 
the “creepy” critters are giving 
folks the “heebie-jeebies” in 
Edgerton, Wyoming, which has 
been invaded by them. The crick-
ety confab is being compared 
to “something out of a horror 
movie — or the Bible.” The crick-
ets (Anabrus simplex; also called 
Mormon crickets, though as far 
as we know, they’re lapsed) are 

swarming Edgerton’s streets, 
highway and homes by the thou-
sands — no, by the millions — and 
creating some serious problems: 
Driving gets dodgy because the 
squishy bug guts make roads 
super-slick. “It’s like driving on 
ice,” said Travis Anderson, who 
works for the town of Edgerton. 
The crickets have also invaded 
Elko, Nevada, KUTV reported. 
Elko resident Colette Reynolds 
summed it up: “It’s bugging me, 
it’s really bugging me.” The crick-
ets are cannibalistic and greedily 
gobble each other, dead or alive. 
But other than that — and the 
traffic hazards, and the smelly 
decaying carcasses everywhere 
— they’re basically harmless.  

CALIFORNIA

Fox5SanDiego.com reported that 
a popular San Diego DJ, Randy “R 
Dub!” Williams, has founded his 
own micronation, the “Republic 
of Slowjamastan,” on 11.07 acres of 
desert in Imperial County about 
100 miles from San Diego. As 
“Sultan” and “Supreme Leader,” 
Williams runs everything: Crocs 
(the footwear, not the reptiles) are 
prohibited; and biting into string 
cheese, “mumble rap” music, and 
driving in the left passing lane, 
unless you’re actually passing, 
are all forbidden. Williams has big 
plans for Slowjamastan, includ-
ing an armadillo farm and an 
all-you-can-eat Mongolian BBQ 
restaurant. But no crickets — yet.

WYOMING

Here’s another story from the 
Cowboy State Daily. Roadside 
attractions make road trips memo-
rable, adding a dash of whimsy 
to the vacay photos, whether it’s 
Boise’s Big Idaho Potato Hotel or 
the World’s Largest Pistachio® in 
Alamogordo, New Mexico. Such 
attractions are as iconic as the 
Grand Tetons or Devils Tower, 
although some critics consider 
them aesthetically offensive. 
Take the Big Boy hamburger 
statue outside of Wapiti, near 
Yellowstone National Park’s East 
Entrance. The Wapiti Big Boy 
appears out of his element, albeit 
cheerfully so. But what on Earth 
is he doing here? The statue’s 
owner, James Geier, said: “I heard 
people say it just showed up, like 
Easter Island, and nobody knows 
how it got there.” But Geier knows 
Big Boy’s true origin because he’s 
the one who installed it, in 2013, 
and now maintains it for all to 
see. The cute little guy — rescued 
from an authentic California Big 
Boy restaurant — seems harm-
less enough; he lacks that Ronald 
McDonald “scary clown” vibe.

WASHINGTON

If 24-hour polka music and 
all-you-can-eat Wiener schnit-
zel isn’t enough to thrill you, 
hold on to your lederhosen, 
because Leavenworth, a quaint 
Bavarian-themed town in the 
North Cascades, has added a 
roller coaster. The Leavenworth 
Adventure Park’s new Tumwater 
Twister Alpine Coaster boasts a 
2,700-foot track and a vertical 
drop of 234 feet, and cruises up 
to 27 mph, The Wenatchee World 
reported. Diana Thronsen, 75, 
was one of the first to try it: “It’s 
really fun and really scary with 
terrific views of Wenatchee River 
and the whole valley. When I 
wasn’t screaming, it was beauti-
ful.” Which sounds to us like the 
perfect motto for this column.   

54      HIGH COUNTRY NEWS  

Heard Around the West 
Tips about Western oddities are appreciated and often 

shared in this column. Write heard@hcn.org.
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THE SUMMER READING CHALLENGE IS UNDERWAY: 
FIND OUT HOW TO PLAY AND FOLLOW ALONG AT READING.HCN.ORG. 

Jane Cates, of Littleton, Colorado, submitted The River by Peter 
Heller for a very on-the-nose pick for Step 6: Read a book 
whose protagonist is a river. 

COMMUNITY 
PICKS Heather, of Salem, Oregon, submitted How Far the Light

Reaches by Sabrina Embler for a read full of spooky sea 
creatures for Step 8: Read a book about a species you think is ugly or scary. 

Sue House, of Portland, Oregon, recommends Ceremony by Leslie Marmon Silko for Step 
3: Read a book that is a collaboration with the dead, while Mel also recommends Leslie 
Marmon Silko for Step 3 -but Almanac of the Dead, instead. 

Shoutout to Jane Cates, who as of this writing has already submitted picks for seven of the 
challenge's nine prompts! 

UPCOMING 
EVENTS 

Ben Goldfarb, August 31 

HCN Contributing Editor 
Ben Goldfarb's latest book, 
Crossings: How Road 
Ecology Is Shaping the Future of Our Planet, looks at the 
ways roads have impacted wildlife.  It's more than just 
roadkill. Roads interrupt migrations, contaminate 
waterways, spread invasive species and even chase away 
songbirds through traffic noise, but the new science of 
road ecology is also researching solutions. Join us on 
Thursday, Aug. 31, as we chat with Ben about his new 
book. 

See all the upcoming reading events this summer at 
reading.hcn.org. 

G G Step 7 in the Summer Reading RE-I MA IN IN Challenge-written by Michelle 
Nijhuis -says "stop to read a 

H ISTO RI CAL historical marker" and offers 
bonus points for writing an alternative 

MARKERS version. 

Paul Pennington got in touch to share the 
Longfellow School historical marker in Durango, Colorado, 
which features a photo of a group of Southern Utes in front of 
the school and reads, in part, "When their reservation was 
opened to settlement, the Southern Utes took individual 
allotments, while the Ute Mountain Utes retained a tribal 
reservation." 

"My reinterpretation of this event is what 
one might think," Paul wrote. "The Utes were 
being acculturated by the United States 
government." 

Have you stopped to read -and possibly 
Co"'tesyofthelaPlataCo,ntyHlstmlcalSoclety re-imagine -a historical marker? Send your 

version to dearfriends@hcn.org. Or, you 
can submit your historical marker along with all your book picks 
at reading.hcn.org. Krystal from Seattle submitted the Blewett 
Historical Marker on Washington's State Highway 97, which 
marks the site where a gold-mining boomtown once sat. 
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TONIA TEWELL
Founder of Holding Out Help,  
which supports people that leave 
polygamous communities
Salt Lake City, Utah

There is no free choice in most polygamous 
communities. I didn’t grow up in polygamy, 
but what prepared me to run Holding Out 
Hope was my abusive childhood. At 12, I 
had total strangers take me in and raise me. 
They were religious but loved me without 
religious expectations, and that helped me 
understand the importance of not pushing 
your beliefs onto someone else. I learned 
quickly — by having people in my home 
who came from religious abuse — that if 
you bring up God and they sense an ulterior 
motive, they will run 100 mph in the other 
direction.  You need to create a neutral 
safe place so they can figure out who they 
are and what they believe. It’s really about 
unconditional love. Where they came from, 
love will always have strings attached. 

119 Grand Avenue

PO Box 1090

Paonia, CO 81428
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Do you know a Westerner with a great story? 
Let us know on social:
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